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Recidivism is a major social problem, as is gang membership. Gang membership 
has been shown to increase the risk of recidivism; however, there is a gap in the literature 
as to how gang-membership influences reentry experiences. Therefore, the purpose of 
this study was to explore the experiences of gang affiliated reentry individuals with 
reentry service providers. This study examined how a gang affiliated identity shape 
reentry individuals’ interactions with reentry organizations. An interpretative 
phenomenological analysis design was employed in this study.  In-person, semistructured 
interviews were conducted with 5 participants who met inclusion criteria to facilitate an 
understanding of this population’s reentry services. Analysis of the data resulted in 3 
themes: negative experiences in relation to interactions with others based on gang 
identity, influence of gang identity on reentry location, and appreciation of support 
received despite gang affiliation. The findings were then compared with current literature 
and the tenant of intersectionality as well as ecological systems theory to begin to 
develop implications for social change. Reentry service providers can use the findings of 
the study to develop interventions that address the pressures of gang membership on 
reentry, examine the impact of location on reentry, and develop ways to deliver services 
in a nonjudgmental and supportive way. Additionally, the results of this study set a 
foundation from which future research can further explore the reentry experiences of 
gang affiliated individuals both in more focused qualitative studies and broader 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 
Introduction 
Recidivism is a major social problem, with a high direct and indirect cost on 
society. Risk factors for recidivism are dynamic, and include childhood, individual, and 
environmental factors (Bohmert & DeMaris, 2018; Gunnison, Helfgott, & Wilhelm, 
2015; Hlavka, Wheelock, & Jones, 2015; Houser, McCord, & Nicholson, 2018; Kopak & 
Frost, 2017; Lockwood, Nally, & Taiping, 2017; Tarpey & Friend, 2016; Tyler & 
Brockmann, 2017; Ward & Fortune, 2016). For this reason, it is essential to utilize a 
systems approach when viewing recidivism risks. Additionally, there are many different 
types of identities that interact to form a person’s sense of self, and these identities 
interact to create a systematic level of either oppression or power (Moradi, 2017; 
Windsong, 2018).  
Marginalized populations are disproportionality represented in the criminal justice 
system (Wesely & Miller, 2018; Windsong, 2018). Therefore, it is also important to 
incorporate intersectionality into a research model to incorporate the voices of the 
oppressed, an aspect that is sorely missing from current criminal justice research. Current 
research has found that alternative sentencing models, so long as they incorporate 
treatment, are more effective then incarceration and that coordinated care can help to 
meet the dynamic needs of the reentry population (DeVall, Lanier, Hartmann, 
Williamson, & Askew, 2017). Having a gang affiliated identity can shape reentry 
experiences in several ways, such as adding another level of stigma as well as increased 
risk to recidivate (Bender, Cobbina, & McGarrell, 2016). However, there has been 
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minimal research on how a gang identity impacts reentry experiences as well as how to 
best address the multiple risk factors in rehabilitation of the gang affiliated reentry 
individual.  
Background 
  In this section, I provide a review of selected articles related to the reentry 
population and areas, such as risk factors for recidivism, service needs, identity 
formation, and intervention evaluations, to assist in justifying the need for this study. 
Gunnison et al. (2015) identified that the barriers to successful reentry are lack of 
employment, unstable housing, medical and mental health issues, addiction, and lack of 
social support. Meanwhile, Parent, Laurier, Guay, and Fredette (2016) found that it is the 
interaction between individual and environmental risk factors that influences the chances 
of recidivism. Wolff and Baglivio (2015) found that when risk factors interact, they were 
a much more accurate predictor of engaging in crime than any one risk factor alone. 
Therefore, it is the combination of the previously mentioned risk factors and the way that 
they interact with each other that can impact the chances of recidivism.  
Gang affiliated individuals are likely to experience increased stigma because they 
are often identified as both an ex-offender and a gang member, which can impact their 
reentry process (Bender et al., 2016). Tyler and Brockermann (2017) identified that the 
intersection of socially defined stigmatizing identities (e.g., race and gender) can 
influence an individual’s interactions with the reentry programs. Goldman, Giles, and 
Hogg (2014) stated that gang involvement created a social identity construct that became 
a part of how a gang member views themselves and interactions with others. These 
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researchers’ findings highlight the need to further explore how intersectionality impacts 
access to community systems. 
Although there are many barriers that can hinder a successful reentry, researchers 
have also identified protective factors against recidivism. Tarpey and Friend (2016) 
reported that recidivism is reduced by a combination of having your basic needs met 
(e.g., shelter and employment) and having the commitment to change, access to prosocial 
activities, and positive social influences. Berg and Cobbina (2017) found that the 
cognitive process and commitment to change were major protective factors against 
recidivism. Similar to risk factors, it is the interaction of protective factors that enhances 
the reentry populations chances of avoiding recidivism; however, further information 
regarding effective reentry programming, such as how to engage individuals, best 
practice treatment modalities, and differences between gang affiliated and civilian reentry 
population programming, needs to be better understood to guide best practices.  
Gang affiliated individuals need to be approached in a manner that increases 
engagement in services. Chalas and Grekul (2017) conducted a qualitative study on ways 
to engage gang affiliated individuals in reentry services by looking at the reasons that 
people join, stay, and leave gangs. Their findings highlighted the complexity of gang 
involvement and barriers to leaving a gang, which can have a major impact on recidivism 
rates for this population. Meanwhile, Weinrath, Donatelli, and Murchison (2016) found 
that mentorship by previous gang affiliated individuals reduced the recidivism rates of 
program participants. Zortman, Powers, Hiester, Klunk, and Antonio (2016) reported that 
recidivism is most effectively reduced by addressing all the interacting needs of the 
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individual in a systems approach-type style. The results of these studies highlight the 
need to further explore gang affiliated offenders’ reentry program needs to effectively 
work with this group in reducing recidivism rates.  
Problem Statement 
Incarceration is an expensive problem; it costs taxpayers money, disrupts families, 
and impacts community systems (DeHart, Shapiro, & Clone, 2018; Ritzer, 2004). It costs 
about $88 dollars a day to incarcerate an individual (National Institute of Justice, 2014); 
however, this does not account for the indirect costs of incarceration. There is the impact 
on the victims, the cost of crime on the neighborhood, the impact of criminal behavior on 
the economy, the financial and psychological impact on family, and the impact of 
incarceration on the individual once released (DeHart et al., 2018; Ritzer, 2004). Ritzer 
(2004) stated that criminal behavior can affect a community’s infrastructure by impacting 
local businesses, esthetics, and the overall culture of the community. Crime in 
communities attracts more crime, creating a cycle of poverty and violence that impacts all 
residents (Ritter, 2004). Individuals who are incarcerated are not generating income while 
costing society money, which can have a major impact on the economy long term (Ritzer, 
2004). Individuals who are incarcerated often have children or families who may use 
public assistance to supplement for the loss of income provided by the incarcerated 
individual or have barriers to employment, such as lack of childcare (Amani et al., 2018; 
DeHart et al., 2018). According to DeHart et al. (2018), this can create stress on a family 
unit, with the partner also lacking the emotional support of a second parent. Additionally, 
children with an incarcerated family member are more likely to become offenders in the 
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future (Shapiro & DeHart, 2017). Even when released, the impact of incarceration still 
follows an individual. They face issues such as stigma, barriers to obtaining housing and 
employment, the stress of juggling probation and/or parole requirements, and a lack of 
privacy (Martin, 2016; Peterson & Panfil, 2017). 
Along with the issue of incarceration comes the topic of recidivism. According to 
Drake (2018), about 5 million individuals were under justice system community 
supervision in 2014. Approximately two thirds of the reentry population reoffends within 
3 years, with over half of these reoffenders committing crimes within the first year 
(National Institute of Justice, 2014). Since recidivism rates are high, this problem has a 
large impact on society, which highlights the need for further understanding of its risk 
factors. There are both personal and environmental risk factors for recidivism. Personal 
risk factors can include personality characteristics, mental illness, substance abuse, 
disability, and lack of family support (Berg & Cobbina, 2017; Datchi, Barretti, & 
Thompson, 2016; Gunnison et al., 2015; Tarpey & Friend, 2016; Ward & Fortune, 2016). 
Environmental risk factors can include low income neighborhoods, associating with 
deviant peers, family patterns of incarceration, and cultural influences (Baglivio, Wolff, 
Jackowski, & Greenwald, 2017; Folk et al., 2018; Gunnison et al., 2015; Houser et al., 
2018; Ojha, Pape, & Burek, 2018; Tarpey & Friend, 2016; Tyler & Brockermann, 2017; 
Ward & Fortune, 2016). Risk factors for recidivism are not mutually exclusive; they 
often crossover into other domains which can make interventions more difficult (Baglivio 
et al., 2017; Breetzke & Polaschek, 2018; Ward & Fortune, 2016). The reentry population 
6 
 
has high needs and there are sparse resources available creating a double bind (Tarpey & 
Friend, 2016). 
One subgroup of this high-needs group is the gang affiliated reentry individuals, 
which has followed a trend of increased membership. The Federal Bureau of 
Investigation (n.d.) estimated there were approximately 1.4 million gang members in 
2011. Gangs are located both in prisons and in the street, making gang involvement a 
major issue for the correctional system. Gang membership is often higher in low income 
neighborhoods, and neighborhoods that are also beset with crime, which is often 
instigated by the gangs (Houser et al., 2018; Peterson & Panfil, 2017). Furthermore, 
gangs create a culture of deviant behavior, which can then trickle down to the younger 
members of a community who may see deviant behavior as a way to accomplish power 
through fear (Lockwood et al., 2017).  
With gang membership rising and gang involvement often occurring in an 
environment with several other risk factors for criminal behavior, gang membership is a 
major social problem that essentially goes hand-and-hand with recidivism. As the 
Department of Justice (2011) stated, there is both a collective internal cognitive identity 
development process as well as an external visual identity that can impact how the 
individual interacts with others, including interaction with reentry services. A gang 
identity can impact how an individual is perceived by others, resulting in potential 
mistreatment and barriers to achieving conventional goals (Dooley, Seals, & Skarbek, 
2014; Peterson & Panfil, 2017). This type of identity can result in systematic oppression 
of the gang affiliated reentry offender, which can result in higher rates of recidivism and 
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increased barriers to rehabilitation interventions for this population (Goldman et al., 
2014; Peterson & Panfil, 2017; Spooner, Pyrooz, Webb, & Fox, 2017).  
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the experiences of gang 
affiliated reentry individuals. Given that both gang involvement and recidivism are major 
social problems, there was a need to gain further insight into the unique population of 
gang affiliated reentry individuals to facilitate positive social change. This insight can be 
utilized to tailor best practice interventions to meet the dynamic needs of this population. 
While there is a significant amount of research regarding different aspects of recidivism 
as well as information regarding gang membership, there is minimal research on the 
impact that a gang identity has on the intersection of individuals’ other identities 
(Goldman et al., 2014; Peterson & Panfil, 2017). While it is known that there are primary 
and secondary barriers to reentry, there is a gap regarding how an individual’s reentry 
experiences are shaped by their identity and those interactions with the social 
environment (Parent et al., 2016; Peterson & Panfil, 2017; Ward & Fortune, 2016).  
I used an interpretive phenomenological approach (IPA) to explore the gang 
affiliated reentry populations’ experiences and the ways in which they assign meaning to 
those experiences (see Hlavka et al., 2015; Storey, 2017; Windsong, 2018). With this 
study, I addressed a gap in current research identified by Caudill (2010), Dooley et al. 
(2014), Peterson and Panfil (2017), and Spooner et al. (2017). They recommended that 
further research be conducted regarding gang affiliated reentry individuals while also 
incorporating gaps found in the research in relation to looking at the intersectionality of 
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identities on the experiences and interactions of internal and environmental factors of 
recidivism (Abate & Venta, 2018; Martin, 2016; Owusu-Bempah, 2017; Parent et al., 
2016; Patten et al., 2018; Steinmetz & Henderson, 2016; Tyler & Brockmann, 2017; 
Upadhyayula et al., 2017; Vigesaa, Bergseth, & Richardson Jens, 2016; Ward & Fortune, 
2016; Wesely & Miller, 2018).  
Research Question 
How does a gang affiliated identity shape reentry individuals’ interactions with 
reentry organizations? 
Theoretical Framework 
Intersectionality is a term that describes the way in which different identities 
interact with each other to form a person’s complete identity (Moradi, 2017). This 
identity can not only shape how individuals view themselves, but how society perceives 
the individual. Moradi (2017) described how someone is labeled and perceived by others 
based upon their appearance can shape their interactions with others and influence how 
that individual sees others, in an almost cyclical relationship. This then shapes the way 
society develops with these groups to create either privilege or oppression (Moradi, 
2017).  
According to Tyler and Brockmann (2017), intersectionality applies to the reentry 
population in a way that increases the stigma they experience. Often the label of being an 
offender impacts how other people view someone, resulting in increased oppression and 
decreased opportunities for advancement (Ward & Fortune, 2016). Researchers (e.g., 
Parent et al., 2016; Steffensmeier, Painter-Davis, & Ulmer, 2017; Tarpey & Friend, 2016; 
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Tyler & Brockmann, 2017) have shown that many marginalized groups are often more 
likely to be incarcerated (e.g., ethnic minorities, impoverished families, individuals with 
physical or mental health issues, people with addiction, etc.). This trend often influences 
how the criminal justice system can interact with these groups in a way that created 
oppression (Steffensmeier et al., 2017). These groups have experienced layer-upon-layer 
of oppression and gaining insight through the voices of these marginalized populations 
can assist in learning more about how their interactions with the criminal justice system 
shape their experiences of systemic oppression. 
While intersectionality focuses on the individual’s unique combination of 
identities and how they both influence and are influenced by the social environment, 
reentry literature also needs to be a focus on recidivism protective factors that exist 
within that social environment. Research has shown that successful reentry is influenced 
by many factors, such as family and peer influence, access to treatment services, 
employment, and stable housing (Parent et al., 2016; Tarpey & Friend, 2016; Tyler & 
Brockmann, 2017). The ecological systems theory examines how the individual and their 
own unique qualities are impacted by the interaction of different aspects of their 
environment, such as microsystems, mesosystems, exosystems, and macrosystems 
(Burns, Warmbold-Brann, & Zaslofsky, 2015). This theory applies to how the 
interactions of all the factors in the environment impact the reentry experiences of 
individuals. This framework can assist in looking at the services being provided and other 
environmental and social factors that influence the experiences of the reentry population 
to reduce recidivism. While previous researchers have shown that both individual and 
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environmental factors influence recidivism rates, given how the intersection of an 
individual’s identity influences their interactions with the social environment, it is 
essential to view recidivism through the lens of intersectionality to gain insight into the 
individual risk factors and how those, in turn, simultaneously influence and are 
influenced by the social environment as viewed by a combined intersectionality-systems 
theory approach. 
Nature of the Study 
The study was qualitative in nature because I used an IPA approach. IPA allows 
the researcher to explore participant experiences, the meanings attributed to those 
experiences, and the psychological process of how those meanings are established 
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012; Storey, 2007). This approach works well with 
intersectionality and systems theory because these theories can be applied to how an 
individual establishes the meaning of these experiences (see Storey, 2007). The gang 
affiliated reentry population has a unique set of experiences, and identities that can shape 
their experiences and give a unique meaning to these experiences. Due to the limited 
amount of research in this area and complexity of how unique each participant’s 
intersecting identities are, a qualitative research method was most suitable to achieving 
the purpose of the study. Holding an open dialogue with participants and asking questions 
that included not only their own identity but experiences with other labels assisted me in 
gaining insights not only into potential identities and their interactions but how they may 
have impacted the participants’ experiences. Researchers have shown that there are many 
different factors that impact recidivism and successful reentry (Bender et al., 2016; 
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Gunnison et.al., 2015; Tarpey & Friend, 2016; Tyler & Brockmann, 2017; Zortman et al., 
2016); however, the gap addressed in this study was how the different factors intersect to 
create the collective experiences of gang affiliated individuals. For this reason, I chose a 
qualitative IPA research methodology to allow for the conduction of semistructured 
interviews to explore participants’ gang affiliated reentry experiences.  
Definition of Key Terms 
Gang affiliated: refers to anyone who is or has been associated with a gang. The 
Federal Bureau of Investigation (2011) defined a gang as: 
 an association of three or more individuals; whose members collectively identify 
themselves by adopting a group identity, which they use to create an atmosphere 
of fear or intimidation frequently by employing one or more of the following: a 
common name, slogan, identifying sign, symbol, tattoo or other physical marking, 
style or color of clothing, hairstyle, hand sign or graffiti; the association’s 
purpose, in part, is to engage in criminal activity and the association uses violence 
or intimidation to further its criminal objectives; its members engage in criminal 
activity, with the intent to enhance or preserve the association’s power, reputation, 
or economic resources.” (p.n.a.) 
Gender: External male and female identifiers visible to others and the roles and 
generalizations that go along with the physical appearance (Moradi, 2017).  
Intersectionality: The unique combination of identities in which a person either 
identifies with or that others identify them as (Moradi, 2017; Windsong, 2018). These 
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intersecting identities place individuals in a specific location, of either oppression or 
privilege (Moradi, 2017).  
Marginalized populations: Groups of people who share a common identifier and 
are often oppressed due to these common identifiers (Windsong, 2018). 
Oppression: Differential, unfair treatment that creates a power dynamic based 
upon weakness, often by limiting available opportunities (Moradi, 2017).  
Privilege: Direct and indirect benefits that are unearned, based solely on physical 
appearance matching the group in power, rather than based upon merit or capability 
(Moradi, 2017; Windsong, 2018).  
Race: The physical characteristics and/or identifying markers that serve to 
categorize individuals into groups (Moradi, 2017) as well as the socially constructed 
stereotypes and role expectations that go along with this group (Windsong, 2018). 
Recidivism: “A person’s relapse into criminal behavior, often after the person 
receives sanctions or undergoes intervention for a previous crime” (National Institute of 
Justice, 2014, p.n.a.). 
Reentry: The transition from incarceration back into the community (National 
Institute of Justice, 2014). There are many different types of reentry services such as 
probation/parole, house arrest, halfway houses, community service agencies, inpatient, 
and outpatient treatment (National Institute of Justice, 2014). 
Socioeconomic status: A person’s social location based upon income: lower, 
middle, or upper class (Moradi, 2017).  
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Systems: Different entities (e.g., family, culture, social service agencies, etc.) and 
the way in which they interact with the individual (Neal & Neal, 2013). Systems can 
include groups of people as well as abstract ideas (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). It is important 
to note that systems can also be socially constructed. In this study, gangs were considered 
a system (both in a group sense as well as a cultural identity) and to have an influential 
effect on the individual and their life trajectory (see Bergen-Cico, Haygood-El, Jennings-
Bey, & Lane, 2014).  
Assumptions 
 One major assumption I held in this study, which was described by Seabrook and 
Wyatt-Nichol (2016), is that individuals can differentiate and identify which levels they 
are being discriminated on. This can come into play when a person is providing their 
narrative because they may feel discrimination but may not be able to identify which 
identity, or combination of identities, are the ones that are influencing their experiences at 
the time. This can be especially true since society may assign an individual a label that 
they may not identify with. Therefore, I assumed that participants had a level of insight 
necessary to differentiate their experiences based upon how people may be responding to 
their identity and were aware of how they present to others.  
I also assumed that these labels are socially constructed, that they are assigned by 
the privileged group, and that they cross over to multiple domains in order influence 
interactions and continue to create oppression for the marginalized groups (see 
Windsong, 2018). Therefore, group identity had to be explored both on a societal level as 
well as how the individual made meaning of their own identity. This assumption relates 
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to the belief that appearance is associated with the assigned labels and that others actively 
react and respond to these labels (Windsong, 2018).  
This led to the next assumption which was that the group of privilege is White, 
male, heterosexual, wealthy, and educated (see Windsong, 2018). This group has created 
the current research narrative, and their voices have shaped the direction of society to 
maintain their privilege (Moradi, 2017; Windsong, 2018). There then becomes an 
assumption that gang affiliated reentry individuals have different reentry experiences 
based upon their appearance, it was also assumed that they are assigned a gang-related 
label by society based upon their appearance. People were assumed to react differently to 
people based upon the identities they assign to others, which shapes the receiving party’s 
experiences.  
Since the interviews required self-reporting, there was also a concern that the 
participants may not have been fully forthcoming or self-aware of their own experiences. 
They may have been influenced to either respond in a socially acceptable manner or in a 
way that attempted to report what they perceived that I wanted to hear for this study. 
Therefore, I assumed that through building rapport with the participants that they were 
honest about their experiences and that my identity did not have a significant impact on 
how the participants reported their experiences. I also assumed that the participants did 
not embellish or diminish their stories when they communicated them to me.  
Scope and Delimitations 
 The scope of the study centered around gang affiliated reentry individuals. The 
participants were all adults, who were gang affiliated, had a criminal history, and had 
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been incarcerated. The participants were also likely be using some type of community 
rehabilitation services. All participants resided in California, which created a unique 
cultural dynamic; therefore, their experiences may not have been similar in other 
geographical regions. Additionally, because my recruitment methods did not target 
vulnerable populations (i.e., pregnant women, those with physical or mental illnesses, 
etc.), I did not explore how these identities impacted the participants’ intersectionality in 
this study.  
While the inclusion criteria appear to create a large population, due to the nature 
of the study, the criteria actually only applied to a smaller subgroup of participants. 
Additionally, I focused on the experiences of these individuals and how their identities 
shaped their interpretations of their interactions with social systems and did not look at 
the myriad of other reentry issues that impact gang affiliated reentry individuals. 
Therefore, the results of this study only represented the reentry experiences of gang 
affiliated reentry individuals in California.  
Limitations 
 One major limitation to this study was the lack of generalizability. Since the study 
was qualitative and exploratory with a small sample size, the findings may not be similar 
across other geographical areas or they may not be replicated in a larger quantitative 
study. However, the findings are still beneficial because they can help to guide future 
research.  
The sampling method may have also been a limitation. Since the participants were 
all likely participating in some type of reentry services in some manner, there may also 
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have been a bias related to their mindset and motivation for change. Their experiences 
may be different from those who do not receive any types of services or community 
monitoring. The participants’ willingness to share their experiences may have been due to 
them having stronger opinions and experiences. This could have shaped the findings of 
the study because they may not reflect the experiences of gang affiliated reentry 
population. However, the study is still an invaluable source of information on the topic. 
Another potential major limitation was my own intersectionality as the researcher 
and how that could have shaped the responses of the participants. To address this, I 
established rapport with participants to establish a safe space in which they could share 
their experiences. Some participants may not have been as comfortable sharing their 
experiences with someone who was not of a similar background as them, due to feeling a 
lack of connection or inability for me to understand. I attempted to address this possible 
limitation by creating a semistructured interview protocol in which I established rapport 
with the participants. Given that the design was qualitative, this type of influence was 
unavoidable, as was the risk of my own inherent bias coming into play. It is important for 
the researcher to be aware of their own biases and to use self-reflection when conducting 
research to avoid misinterpreting the data (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). Qualitative data 
are subjective; therefore, as a research methodology, it is less valid and reliable then 
alternative methods (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative data had the benefit of allowing me to 
explore the experiences of the gang affiliated reentry population in depth, which was 




The significance of this study was that the results can be used to begin to fill the 
research gap in relation to a lack of information on gang affiliated reentry individuals. By 
gaining insight into the experience of the gang affiliated reentry population and the 
interaction of their identities concerning how they are perceived by the social 
environment, service providers can better interact and support this population. Zortman et 
al. (2016) reported that positive interactions with service providers and appropriate levels 
of follow through can increase engagement in services. A person interprets their 
experiences based on past experiences, such as previous interactions with reentry service 
providers (Moradi, 2017). By increasing the awareness of this population’s 
interpretations and interactions, it can assist in increasing the quality of engagement in 
services and assisting others to interact with this population.  
  Additionally, gaining a further understanding of how the different barriers interact 
and influence each other can also assist in helping to improve programs and prioritize 
needs to focus on a system-based approach to reentry. Focusing on how different barriers 
interact to create a risk of recidivism can influence intervention programs to provide the 
services in a way to help provide the most stability for the reentry program. Researchers 
have demonstrated that early intervention, community/family support, cognitive 
treatment process, and access to supportive services can independently reduce the 
chances of recidivism (Berg & Cobbina, 2017; Chalas & Grekul, 2017; Lee, Guilamo-
Ramos, Muñoz-Laboy, Lotz, & Bornheimer, 2016; Tarpey & Friend, 2016). The results 
of this study added to the current body of knowledge surrounding the topics of reducing 
18 
 
recidivism while gaining further insight into the impact intersectionality has on 
systematic protective factors for the gang affiliated reentry population. By further 
exploring this population’s experiences with community systems, the findings of this 
study present valuable insights to assist professionals in providing quality services to this 
population that can assist in reducing the social problem of recidivism.   
Summary 
There is a significant amount of research regarding the risk factors and treatment 
interventions of recidivism that attempt to guide best practice; however, recidivism is still 
a major problem. Researchers have found that while individual and environmental risk 
factors have a major impact on recidivism, it is the interaction of these that influence 
recidivism rates (Tarpey & Friend, 2016). There has been a call to incorporate 
intersectionality into criminal justice research to begin to develop the voices of the 
marginalized populations (Martin, 2016; Wesely & Miller, 2018; Willison & O’Brien, 
2016; Windsong, 2018). In this study, I used a systems theory and intersectionality 
approach to explore the experiences of gang affiliated reentry individuals to fill the gap in 
research regarding how their intersecting identities impact their experiences with reentry 
services.  
The purpose of the study was to explore the reentry experiences of gang affiliated 
reentry individuals. I used an IPA methodology to explore how these individuals assign 
meaning to their reentry experiences. Key terms were defined in this chapter to provide 
continuity throughout the study. In the next chapter, I will provide a thorough review of 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction 
 Recidivism is a major social problem, with approximately 76% of individuals 
who have been involved in the criminal justice system reoffending within 5 years and 
half of that population reoffending within the first year (National Institute of Justice, 
2014). Often, the cycle of recidivism is multigenerational and is influenced by many 
different psychosocial and environmental factors (Tyler & Brockmann, 2017). These 
factors all come with their own unique set of stigmas that interact with each other in ways 
that impact individual identity formation and influence the individual’s interactions with 
the environment (Tyler & Brockmann, 2017). The struggles for the reentry population 
can be more difficult for gang affiliated individuals because they already have an 
established identity in the neighborhood to which they are returning (Bender et al., 2016). 
This type of identity is often both internal and external because gang membership is often 
a cognitive representation of themselves as well as visible to others through specific 
physical appearance (Bender et al., 2016). According to Tyler and Broackmann (2017), a 
gang identity intersects with the individual’s other identities, such as their race, gender, 
and age, to impact their view of self as well as how others in the social environment 
interact with them. This intersection of identities can create systematic barriers to reentry 
services that can reduce the person’s risk of recidivism (Tyler & Brockmann, 2017).    
To gain knowledge on the current body of research to this topic, I conducted a 
thorough review of the literature. In this chapter, background information on the 
theoretical framework of intersectionality and systems theory are explored to assist the 
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reader in gaining a strong understanding of the theory. Each theory is then applied to the 
issue of recidivism amongst the gang affiliated reentry population and an explanation of 
the combination of theoretical lenses is provided.  
I will thoroughly explore the issue of recidivism in this chapter as well as discuss 
the risk and protective factors in detail to foster understanding of the topic. The 
population of gang members will be explored to provide context regarding reasons for 
joining gangs and gang culture. I will also discuss the unique population of gang 
affiliated reentry population needs and experiences to develop the connections between 
the two social problems. I conducted an analysis of the literature to determine the 
strength of the research being reviewed and to locate gaps to justify the need for the 
current study.  
Literature Research Strategy 
Databases Used 
I searched the following databases to locate extant literature on the topic under 
study: 
• PsychoINFO: This database, run by the American Psychological Association 
(APA), contains peer-reviewed journal articles, books, and dissertations. It is one 
of the largest databases dedicated to psychological literature per Walden. 
• SocINDEX: This database contains peer-reviewed articles, books, and conference 
papers in sociological fields such as criminal justice. 
• PsychARTICLES: This database contains peer-reviewed articles available 
through the APA. 
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• SAGEJournals: This database contains full journal articles related to psychology 
and is often linked to articles that only have abstracts in the previously listed 
databases.  
Keywords and Research Barriers 
 My initial search began with a broad scope as I searched for articles related to 
recidivism using the key terms: recidivism, reentry, crime, offenders, intersectionality, 
gangs, gang membership, systems theory, and incarceration. The key terms of 
intersectionality and systems theory were combined with recidivism, reentry, gang, and 
crime to narrow down the search to include the theory applicable to the main topics. The 
key term gang was also combined with reentry, recidivism, and identity. Subterms, such 
as risk factors, protective factors, impact, community, reducing, family, and causes, were 
then combined with the initial key terms to assist in narrowing down the literature to 
locate scholarly articles that were related to the specific problem addressed by the study. I 
set all searches to include articles published within the last 5 years; however, some of the 
theory and base literature was exempt from this time constraint because the background 
information was necessary to lay the foundation for current literature. 
 One major barrier in relation to the literature review was separate youth and adult 
studies. There appears to have been a trend of interest in youth recidivism and youth gang 
membership, resulting in less research that focused on adult offenders. While some of the 
information does crossover, there are times when it was not appropriate to use literature 
about youth. To address this barrier, I used research article references to help guide the 





  Intersectionality is a tenet developed to address the impact that the interaction of 
multiple identities has on a person’s experiences of either oppression or privilege 
(Moradi, 2017). One of the benefits of intersectionality is its ability to highlight the 
unique experiences of individuals based upon their actual and perceived identities. 
Intersectionality can be visualized as a Venn diagram with different identities, such as 
race, gender, age, socioeconomic status, disability, sexual identity, and many other 
identities, filling each circle. Intersectionality is often used to view topics, such as health, 
human rights, and psychology, in which there are group disparities (Moradi, 2017). Issues 
of race have been long standing in the United States, creating a system of power and 
oppression that can be viewed through incorporating intersectionality into research 
(Savas, 2014). Marginalized populations have been oppressed, and those in power have 
developed social systems, such as the criminal justice system, that indirectly contribute to 
the maintenance of oppression through bias (Savas, 2014). 
 Ethnic minorities are disproportionately represented within the criminal justice 
system, resulting in a type of systematic oppression that continues upon release 
(Seabrook & Wyatt-Nichol, 2016). Seabrook and Wyatt-Nichol (2016) described issues 
of racial profiling and sentence discrepancies as prime examples of oppression by the 
justice system, viewing bias in the criminal justice system as an indirect consequence of a 
power dynamic stemming from the 1600s. The institutional oppression of the justice 
system started with slavery and then segregation, creating a socially constructed belief 
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that African Americans are less human then White Americans (Seabrook & Wyatt-
Nichol, 2016). Culture and time have shaped this narrative; however, this is a way in 
which the legal system is used to continue the social constructed inequality. Inequality 
does not apply solely to African Americans because Latinos are also overrepresented in 
the justice system; they have a similar but different set of experiences regarding racial 
profiling and mistreatment (Seabrook & Wyatt-Nichol, 2016). These social constructed 
labels create stigma that impact how others view and interact the individual, how the 
individual views themselves, and how the individual interacts with others (Moradi, 2017; 
Seabrook & Wyatt-Nichol, 2016). These experiences are shaped by the intersecting 
identities, often becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy that reinforces beliefs (Harris, 2017). 
That being said, not every individual experiences the same level of discrimination 
because different peoples’ experiences are unique and often reflect their social location 
(Moradi, 2017). To best understand the impact intersectionality has on oppression and 
power, the issues of social privilege and oppression in relation to race, gender, disability 
(i.e., mental and physical), and gang identity must be examined; however, there are many 
more levels of identity that exist, such as age and socioeconomic status, which follow the 
same patterns of interactive oppression.  
While gender and race are apparent and impactive identifiers, intersectionality 
looks at many others, including but not limited to: socioeconomic status, education, age, 
sexual identity, and disability including mental health and substance abuse struggles 
(Moradi, 2017). Race, gender, and class intersect to significantly impact stereotypes and 
the treatment of these marginalized individuals in the justice system (Wesely & Miller, 
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2018). These identities place a person on a trajectory of either privilege or power, with 
the intersections assisting to provide the individual with their own specific location.  
Most of these marginalizing and oppressed identities are found in the average 
gang affiliated reentry population, such as low income, lower education, and minority 
status, which is why viewing reentry experiences through a lens of intersectionality is 
appropriate for this specific population. Windsong (2018) stated that to incorporate 
intersectionality into research, the researcher must utilize the following assumptions: 
“moving away from additive thinking, relationality, and social constructionism” (p. 135). 
Historically, identities of oppression have been added up, such as gender, race, 
socioeconomic status, and sexual identity; however, this provides a disservice to these 
individuals because it is the interconnections of identities that impact their systematic 
oppression (Windsong, 2018). Additionally, individuals do not often recognize how their 
internalized thoughts may influence their interactions with other groups and their 
experiences of power and oppression (Windsong, 2018).  
Intersectionality also needs to explore the definitions of both the oppressed and 
privileged groups, such as the definitions of feminism and masculinity simultaneously 
(Windsong, 2018). Windsong (2018) also discussed the need to acknowledge the social 
construction of categories, such as gender and race, and the views and roles/norms based 
upon these constructs. Martin (2016) stated that there needs to be a focus on 
intersectionality in criminal justice research, in order to shift the view toward 
understanding the multiple levels of oppression experienced by marginalized populations 
because the current narrative has been constructed by the group in power, those who are 
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also responsible for the offender’s oppression. Additionally, Peterson and Panfil (2017) 
stated that although their study involved women, they recommended utilizing an 
intersectionality framework to explore gang membership on a broader level because it 
offers a valuable view of the issues of gang involvement.  
Gang affiliated individuals are a group that experiences significant amounts of 
discrimination based upon physical appearance and preconceived societal bias. Goldman 
et al. (2014) stated that appearing to be gang affiliated can impact an individual’s access 
to employment, housing, and result in profiling in the community (i.e., police, grocery 
stores, civilians, etc.). Society often identifies characteristics of a gang member, such as 
the color of their skin, tattoos, attire, the way they communicate, and how they present 
themselves (Goldman et al., 2014). This type of appearance shapes how people see the 
individual and how they treat them, which creates a response pattern for the individual 
that eventually comes before the treatment (Grossi, 2017; Harris, 2017). Over time, even 
if a person wants to change their situation, these types of appearances can create a type of 
double jeopardy, where it becomes difficult to follow a conventional trajectory due to 
societal barriers in place (Grossi, 2017). 
 While all the above types of discrimination have significant amounts of 
oppression, to limit the experiences of these marginalized population to focus solely on 
one type of discrimination discredits their experiences. Examining the ways in which all 
of these different identities interact to create a spot for the individual on the oppression 
power spectrum helps to gain insight into the individuals’ reciprocal experiences with the 
social environment (Harris, 2017). Intersectionality is a lens from which to view the 
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interaction of identities, how a person’s experiences are shaped by their identities, and 
how an individual’s experiences shape the way they interpret future experiences (Martin, 
2016).  
Scurich and Monahan (2016) explored public views regarding using categorical 
markers (i.e., ethnicity, gender, and age) to decide sentencing lengths and found that 
about 25% of participants were supportive of using race, 50% for gender differences (i.e., 
females less time than males), and 75% for age disparity (i.e., shorter sentences for older 
offenders). However, other scholars have stated that using these risk factors to 
differentiate sentences is unethical and leads to further oppression by the justice system 
because it ignores other risk factors that are disproportionately represented in the justice 
system (Scurich & Monahan, 2016). Differential sentencing based upon race, gender, and 
age highlights the need to view recidivism through an intersectionality framework. Using 
an intersectionality lens can also impact researchers and readers by forcing them to 
explore their own bias and assumptions regarding the target population, facilitating 
reconstruction of the overall narrative (Martin, 2016).  
The narrative will be told from the voices of the marginalized populations, a 
viewpoint that often gets overlooked in conventional research methods that were 
developed and normed on the privileged population, which can overlook critical aspects 
of the individuals’ experiences (Martin, 2016). For example, Schaefer (2016) found that 
risk for recidivism stemmed from offending as a way of externalizing frustration 
regarding differential power among groups as well as a normalization of criminal justice 
punishments, essentially learned conditioning developed while spending time within the 
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system. However, while the sample focused on sex offenders (who tend to spend longer 
terms in prison), it is likely that prison sentences would impact the gang affiliated reentry 
individual’s reentry experience, as gang enhancements can add higher time and time 
spent in prison can strengthen pro gang attitudes and behaviors (Grossi, 2017). Therefore, 
low rates of life achievements (or perceptions of ability to achieve) combined with high 
frequency of exposure to criminal justice sanctions increased risk of recidivism by 
impacting an individual’s cognitive commitment toward rehabilitation (Schaefer, 2016). 
Marginalized populations have less life opportunity then the mainstream white group in 
power, resulting in this group having overall less achievement for these groups (Savas, 
2014).  
On the other side, having a strong sense of ethnic pride has been found to reduce 
recidivism (Upadhyayula, Ramaswamy, Chalise, Daniels, & Freudenberg, 2017). In a 
study conducted by Wesely and Miller (2018) the experiences of ethnic minority women 
in the justice system were explored. The researchers found that almost all participants 
made meaning of their experiences with discrimination to be a result of the connection 
between their race and gender. Also, this discrimination stemmed from visible physical 
identifiers, therefore there was a lack of control over how they were perceived and treated 
by social systems, influencing their rehabilitation services (Wesely & Miller, 2018). 
Participants utilized their identities to shape how they made meaning of their 
incarceration experiences and their level of oppression or privilege.  
By incorporating the experiences of the oppressed into criminal justice research it 
can provide an alternative narrative for the social problem of recidivism and new ways to 
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address this complex issue (Wesely & Miller, 2018). When using an intersectionality 
framework in research, Windsong (2018) highlighted the need to sample a diverse 
population of the oppressed populations to gain an accurate perception of their 
experiences. However, there can be some difficulties for oppressed people to be able to 
differentiate which identity or collection of identities impacts discrimination in certain 
situations (Seabrook & Wyatt-Nichol, 2016). Additionally, this theory is deficient in that 
it does not look at how the individuals are shaped by environmental systems, which is 
where the addition of systems theory comes in. 
Ecological Systems Theory 
 Ecological system theory was developed by Bronfenbrenner as a lens to view how 
an individual is impacted by the different factors in the environment throughout their 
lifespan (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). This theory divides the environment into four different 
components; the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 
1977); with the later addition of a fifth component, the chronosystem (Neal & Neal, 
2013). The microsystem is the system closest to the individual, with the highest level of 
influence due to direct contact (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). This system includes family, 
friends, schools, coworkers, and any other systems that an individual comes into direct 
contact with on a regular basis (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). The mesosystem contains the 
interactions between entities in the microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). The exosystem 
consists of systems that have indirect or minimal contact with an individual, yet they still 
have influence over factors of that person’s life, such as neighbors, community support 
agencies, politicians, and media outlets (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). Macrosystems refer to 
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the larger societal culture and how that influences the individual (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). 
Often, there are major historical events or system trends that impact an individual, known 
as chronosystems (Neal & Neal, 2013). When there is dysfunction present in these social 
systems it creates higher levels of distress in the individual, placing them at higher risk 
for offending (Patten, La Rue, Caudill, Thomas, & Messer, 2018).    
 Systems theory applies to recidivism in many ways and on all different levels. 
Individuals are influenced by the systems that have the most direct contact with them, 
such as family and friends. Those individual’s viewpoints on criminal behavior and/or 
gang membership can lay an early foundation of views regarding these subjects 
(Goldman et al., 2014). The interaction between those whom the individual holds in 
esteem regarding these topics also influences how the individual can interpret this 
behavior (Burns et al., 2015). Additionally, depending on where a family lives there may 
be increased opportunities at school and home to interact with gang members or engage 
in criminal behavior (Breetzke & Polaschek, 2018; Parent et al., 2016). Neighborhoods 
may foster a gang culture and have proximity to crime. Additionally, Burns et al. (2015) 
stated that an individual may be influenced by a greater ethnic culture, views presented 
by the media, and local politics (such as a local city politics regarding drug use). On an 
even larger scale, issues such as political policies regarding legality of substances, 
sentencing/bail reform, immigration, and crimes can impact individuals directly and 
indirectly. All of these different levels of social systems impact an individual’s trajectory 
regarding offending and gang membership.   
31 
 
 A study conducted by Patten et al. (2018) utilized systems theory to view how 
home visits can influence the environmental structures in which a reentry individual 
directly interacts (such as immediate family and other community agencies).The 
researchers found that overall the visits were perceived as helpful and they helped to 
foster a relationship of mutual respect between the correctional officer and reentry 
individual (Patten et al., 2018). Conducting home visits can assist correctional officers to 
help guide the reentry individual toward developing supportive environmental 
relationships in situations where they are often lacking that much needed support (Patten 
et al., 2018). By placing the intervention in the environment of the reentry individual it 
helps to incorporate and involve available resources, as well as assist the individual in 
addressing barriers to accessing these resources (Patten et al., 2018). The researchers 
asserted that the importance of systems on the influence of the reentry individual as an 
imperative viewpoint, and this study is the first to incorporate their voices in exploring 
their experience with home visits. The participants reported that home visits helped to 
detour risky behavior while the presence of law enforcement was also reported to slightly 
reduce crime in the neighborhood (Patten et al., 2018). It was also found that these 
positive interactions with law enforcement helped to change the participant’s views 
toward a more positive viewpoint despite years of negative schemas (Patten et al., 2018).  
 While systems theory is a great way to organize and view the impact of external 
factors on recidivism in gang affiliated reentry individuals the theory is not perfect. One 
deficit of systems theory is that it does not explore how different people may be impacted 
differently by environmental systems based upon their unique identities. It assumes that 
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individuals are impacted by the systems in the same manner and to the same extent. This 
however is not always the case. Therefore, to best view the multifaceted issue of 
recidivism amongst gang affiliated reentry it is necessary to combine the theories of 
intersectionality and systems theory to gain a full perspective of individual and 
environmental factors related to this social problem. The combination of intersectionality 
and systems theory creates a lens in which to view how a person’s identity impacts their 
experience with social systems while also exploring how social systems influence the 
individual. By applying this multifaceted lens to recidivism, we can explore the 
experiences of gang affiliated reentry individuals have with utilizing reentry services. 
Application of Intersectionality and Systems Theory 
 Recidivism is a dynamic issue, with risk and protective factors interacting in 
different ways for every individual. A person’s identity can have a major impact on how 
they are treated by society’s systems. Research has found risk for recidivism to be an 
interaction between individual risk factors and environmental influences (Parent et al., 
2016; Ward & Fortune, 2016). Systems theory states that a person is influenced by the 
systems and the way they interact with the person, while intersectionality views the 
impact that a person’s identity has on the way these systems interact.  
McNeeley (2018) found that that ecological risk factors impacted minority 
offenders but not white offenders, suggesting that the environmental risk factors 
influence individuals based upon their identity. Both facets play a major role in 
recidivism among gang affiliated reentry population, which is why it does this population 
a disservice to view the problem through a single lens. Research identifies that there are 
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many different social system factors that interact with the reentry population that play a 
role in the reintegration of the offender into society (Berg & Cobbina, 2017; Gunnison et 
al., 2015; Martin, 2016; Parent et al., 2016; Tarpey & Friend, 2016). For example, young 
African American males have a type of disadvantage in which they experience 
cumulative levels of oppression and the after effects of this discrimination (Drake, 2018; 
Owusu-Bempah, 2017). The justice system often reflects implicit or explicit bias that can 
prevent marginalized populations from gaining power (Martin, 2016; Owusu-Bempah, 
2017). African Americans are more likely to be stopped and searched by law 
enforcement, especially those living in impoverished neighborhoods (Owusu-Bempah, 
2017) therefore they are at a higher risk for recidivism based upon sheer chance of 
increased interaction with law enforcement. Not only are we looking at an issue of how 
social systems influence individuals’ lives (Owusu-Bempah, 2017), but also how their 
identity impacts and shapes these interactions (Moradi, 2017).  
Marginalized reentry populations also have such a unique set of interactive needs 
that it can create a conundrum, with one system dependent on access to the other, which 
is not always possible (Baglivio et al., 2017; Berg & Cobbina, 2017; DeHart et al.; Tyler 
& Brockmann, 2017). It can be difficult to get employment without stable housing, but 
stable housing is very difficult to obtain without a history of employment and often 
alternative sources of income such as benefits are not counted (Grossi, 2017). A study 
conducted by Ray, Grommon, Buchanan, Brown, and Watson (2017) found significant 
reduction in recidivism risk for participants whose treatment agencies had multiple types 
of service providers working together collectively compared to agencies that just focused 
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on one type of service. A multidisciplinary approach was found to increase access to 
resources and focus on an overall holistic approach to reentry and recovery (Ray et al., 
2017).  
Lockwood et al. (2017) stated that preexisting oppressions, such as differences 
among races on their pre incarceration education levels and socioeconomic status, play a 
major role in impacting recidivism rates. While they found that employment was a huge 
impactor of recidivism regardless of race, when factoring in racial disparities among 
education and impacts of socioeconomic status it was apparent that young African 
American males had higher risks of recidivism (Lockwood et al., 2017). Additionally, the 
historical social construct of viewing the young African American male as a “criminal” 
influences how these individuals continue to be treated once they reenter into society 
(Owusu-Bempah, 2017). Therefore, it can be concluded that the intersection of identities 
is a major predictor of risk of recidivism. Martin (2016) is in support of this, suggesting 
the need to explore offender’s intersectionality as an explanation for whether an 
individual reoffends, taking culture into rehabilitation services. 
 There has been a rise in female incarcerations, however rehabilitation services 
have not adjusted to meet the differential needs of the female offender (Kerig, 2018; 
Vigesaa et al. 2016). Females involved in the justice system tend to have higher rates of 
abuse, abuse that is often occurring on multiple levels, therefore, interventions need to be 
gender specific to meet the needs of this population (Kerig, 2018; Vigesaa et al., 2016). 
Additionally, females were more likely to become caretakers of their children upon 
reentry, resulting in the need for higher levels of housing and financial assistance 
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(Vigesaa et al., 2016). Morash, Kashy, Bohmert, Cobbina, and Smith (2017) found that 
women who were unable to receive housing and financial assistance showed a 
significantly higher risk for recidivism then women who had access to these services. For 
single mothers, returning to work in low paying jobs resulted in more financial hardship 
than women who were on government assistance (Morash et al., 2017).  
Kerig (2018) stated that interventions historically have been developed and 
tested/normed on male populations of offenders, as they were the majority of the 
correctional system, but now that females are increasing there needs to be a focus on their 
rehabilitation needs. While there is some overlap in needs such as education, housing, 
and employment there are also unique needs for female treatment that need further 
exploration, and that treatment for underlying abuse should begin while females are 
incarcerated (Vigesaa et al., 2016). Morash et al. (2017) supported this statement by 
stating that research has primarily focused on the male offender. Kerig found that when 
females recidivate, it is most often due to a technical violation such as not meeting a 
supervision requirement, rather than picking up new charges. Female offenders who enter 
different rehabilitation services often have different characteristics and reentry needs 
(Vigesaa et al., 2016). Females of minority descent are not only disproportionately 
represented in the justice system but have the highest recidivism rates (Kerig, 2018). This 
indicated a need to focus on the differential experiences of individuals based upon their 
intersection of identities and social position of power and oppression to understand 
experiences with rehabilitation services and administer the most effective services for the 
individual. Additionally, it was proposed by Peterson and Panfil (2017) that exploring 
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why females join gangs needs a multilevel approach, looking at macro, meso, and 
microsystem level influences as well as the intersection of identities, to explore how they 
interact to shape an individual’s life trajectory to best understand the complex process of 
gang involvement.  
Rehabilitation requires individuals to make major changes, often including 
changing lifestyle patterns that have been used to survive for many years or follow a 
generational pattern (Grossi, 2017). The current social system that is in control of how 
rehabilitation services are administered has limited knowledge of the oppressed groups 
collective experiences, as they come from intersections of power (Harris, 2017). It has 
been found that there are structural inequalities in the justice system that impact the racial 
inequalities regarding recidivism such as differential sentencing for types of drugs and 
increased cost of alternative sentencing programs that not all offenders can afford 
(Owusu-Bempah, 2017). Datachi, Barretti, and Thompson (2016) described recidivism as 
a multisystemic problem in which many different systems interact to impact an 
individual, combined with the interaction of individual factors, and that the combination 
of all the above factors create the unique individuals of recidivism for the individual. By 
addressing the multifaceted variables of recidivism, we can begin to address this major 
social problem.  
 To understand motivations and move past their criminal behavior, an individual 
must reestablish a new identity, and often this identity relies on certain cultural scrips 
(Hlavka et al., 2015). For example, individuals who were successfully able to be 
rehabilitated were found to have let go of the felon label attached by society and replaced 
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it with a more prosocial identity (Hlavka et al., 2015). The researchers found that while 
physical needs were essential to rehabilitation, it was the shift in cognitive process, 
emotional needs, and healthy connections that assisted in successful reentry. However, it 
may not be as easy as it sounds when society has created the label and then continues to 
treat people a certain way based upon this label, creating oppression (Harris, 2017). By 
utilizing the lens of intersectionality, we explore how this label interacts with other labels 
to create an individual’s social position, then apply systems theory to view how the 
systems in the position impact the individual. So an individual who has multiple 
intersects of oppression is more likely to not only more likely to be placed in a social 
system with less opportunities (Lockwood et al., 2017), such as subpar school systems 
and high levels of crime in their neighborhood, additionally, they will be treated by 
systems in a manner that supports systematic oppression (Harris, 2017), such as the 
criminal justice system.  
Hlavaka et al. (2015) found common themes of stigma and shame among 
individuals who were able to successfully reenter into society, especially in the job and 
housing fields. Other aspects of shame or embarrassment resulted from punitive 
probation or parole requirements, such as having to have potential employer or doctors 
sign off for time spent to verify whereabouts. Another major theme was being labeled a 
felon, and the impact that had on interactions with social systems and domains of life. 
Connecting with a faith-based organization was also found to counteract individual views 
of identity, focusing on a more positive aspect of ones’ identity by identifying as a child 
of God, as well as assisting to help the individual obtain a sense of forgiveness for past 
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actions, improving feelings of self-worth (Hlavka et al., 2015). Experiences of social 
connections found themes of inadequacy regarding inability to support children 
(physically be there and financial support) and inconsistent contact with family members, 
with family bond being a strong motivator to rehabilitate. Additionally, family provided a 
sense of identity, such as parent or partner, that could help to steer individuals away from 
the identity of “criminal” by providing an alternative role for the individual to focus on 
(Hlavka et al., 2015).  
Individuals who were able to successfully reenter into society often reconstructed 
their identity, reframing their time in the correctional experience as a learning experience 
and some even used it in a manner to assist others who were involved in the justice 
system (Hlavka et al., 2015), this helped to foster hope among the individuals as well as 
reframe the offender identity to the rehabilitated offender. The researchers found that 
often these experiences interconnected, and that the combination of themes interacting 
were the result of positive rehabilitation. In conclusion, intersectionality guides research 
to explore the experiences of the marginalized populations and incorporate their 
experiences of oppression based upon their identities into research, while systems theory 
explores how the environment influences these individuals in a larger context. Therefore, 
while intersectionality explores the persons’ identity and how that impacts the way they 
make meaning of their surroundings, incorporating systems theory into this context also 
explores the impact that the current social systems has on these groups at a deeper level 




Risk Factors for Recidivism 
 There are many risk factors for recidivism, both personal and environmental, that 
can be present at different stages of life. There is a significant overlap regarding risk 
factors for first time offending as well as reoffending. It is important to have a thorough 
understanding of each different type of risk factor as well as how the risk factors interact 
to impact recidivism.  
 Childhood risk factors. To understand risk factors, it is important to start with 
childhood risk factors. While some of these risk factors, such as having a family member 
incarcerated or having a single parent, female head of household (Baglivio et al., 2015), 
increase a youth’s risk of becoming an offender, there is significant research that 
childhood offenders have the highest recidivism rates into adulthood (Chamberlain & 
Wallace, 2016). Therefore, it is important to highlight these risk factors as they are at the 
beginning of the cycle of recidivism. There are other childhood risk factors, such as 
having a low socioeconomic status and having family members who are incarcerated 
(Baglivio et al., 2015), that play a strong role in risk of first time offending and 
recidivism. Having an incarcerated family member places high levels of stress on the 
family such as emotional, financial, and physical, with needs such as childcare, stress of 
visitation, loss of family income, and having to utilize financial resources to support the 
incarcerated individual (Datachi et al., 2016). Additionally, stigma can become a barrier 
to families seeking support resulting in isolation for the family members (Datachi et al., 
2016).     
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Exposure to a vast array of childhood traumas is often linked to risk of offending. 
These types of abuse (emotional, physical, verbal, and sexual), neglect, domestic 
violence, substance abuse and/or mental illness in the home, single parent households, 
divorce, and parental incarceration have all been linked to higher risks of becoming a 
first-time offender as well as high rates of recidivism (Craig, Baglivio, Wolff, Piquero, & 
Epps, 2017). Often these childhood traumas go unaddressed and the impairment 
continues into adulthood.  
Family risk factors. Family relationships can also be a risk factor if they are a 
negative influence (Baglivio et al., 2017). According to Lee et al. (2016) the family can 
play a major role in shaping and motivating a person’s behavior. Family in this context 
can refer to family of origin as well as spouses and children. If a person’s support system 
does not have the structural support to assist the individual in change it can negatively 
impact attempts at rehabilitation. Additionally, it has been found by that if families have 
dysfunction, engage in criminal behaviors, or substance use it creates a higher risk for 
recidivism (Baglivio et al., 2017).  
 Individual risk factors. Antisocial attitudes have been found to be a significant 
predictor of recidivism (Baglivio et al., 2017; Datachi et al., 2016). Additionally, 
Baglivio and Jackowski (2015) reported that difficulty in managing emotions, struggles 
with communication, and poor interpersonal skills are all risk factors for recidivism, 
along with struggles in problem solving and other life skills. Walters and Cohen (2016) 
found that criminal thought process predicted recidivism risk equally across race, gender, 
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age, and criminal history. Therefore, regardless of all other risk factors criminal thought 
process plays a major role in risk of offending  
Substance use disorders, mental health, and physical health issues all are major 
risk factors for recidivism (Houser et al., 2018). Approximately 70% of individuals who 
are incarcerated have a behavioral health struggles (Amani et al., 2018). Additionally, it 
was found that females are more likely than males to have mental health struggles, have 
experienced trauma, and abuse substances to cope with the above issues (Bomert & 
Demeris, 2018). Research has found that alcohol and drug use can reduce inhibitions and 
result in poor decision making, a mindset that can lead to criminal behavior (Houser et 
al., 2018). Often these issues go untreated for many reasons such as lack of service 
providers, difficulty in accessing services due to structural barriers in the community, the 
individual being unready for change, and stigma/cultural beliefs about treatment (Amani 
et al., 2018). While incarcerated there are very few treatment options, even if there is a 
program available they are often very impacted or provide subpar care (Bender et al., 
2016). Mental illness, substance abuse, and physical health struggles can also impair 
engagement in necessary rehabilitation services (Bohmert & DeMaris, 2018). For 
example, symptoms can impact ability to attend appointments, whether it is due to 
physical pain or not being coherent enough to comprehend ones’ surroundings. Missing 
mandatory appointments due to symptoms can place an individual at risk for a technical 
violation or decompensation and decreased motivation toward positive change (Bohmert 
& DeMaris, 2018), showing both a direct and indirect effect on recidivism.  
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One of the highest predictors of recidivism is prior involvement in the justice 
system (Chambers & Wallace, 2016). While this does not provide much insight given the 
definition of recidivism, it does highlight the huge issue faced by the reentry population. 
Research has found that minority youth are overrepresented in the justice system; for 
every five African American youth two are involved with the justice system (Amani et 
al., 2018). Given that prior incarceration is one of the biggest predictors of recidivism this 
cycle of recidivism starts at an early age and is a major problem for minority groups and 
their children. According to Amani et al. (2018) involvement with the justice system is 
linked to poor academic performance, high unemployment rates, increase exposure to 
violence, and foster connections with other deviant individuals. Houser et al. (2018) and 
Howard (2016) identified other personal risk factors include age (the younger the higher 
chance of rearrests), gender (males are at higher risk for recidivism), and race (minorities 
have a significantly higher change of recidivism). While males have higher rates of 
recidivism, there are also very different needs for female offenders, who often have 
different rehabilitation needs due to differences in skills and circumstances, such as 
increased likelihood of being the caretaker of children (Bohmert & DeMaris, 2018). 
 Environmental risk factors. There are many ways in which the environment can 
impact risk of recidivism. Unfortunately, many of the environmental risk factors overlap 
in the neighborhoods in which they occur. A major risk factor for recidivism is 
associating with deviant peers (Baglivio et al., 2017). Chambers and Wallace (2016) 
found that when reentry individuals returned to an area in which there were high rates of 
reentry had a 67 % risk of reoffending. This can be especially true for individuals who 
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are gang affiliated, who are more likely to interact with each other based on proximity, 
shared experience, and gang culture (Bender et al., 2016).  
Neighborhoods that pose a high risk for recidivism also have high rates of 
poverty, crime and violence, and high rates of residential mobility (Baglivio et al., 2017; 
Gunnison et al., 2015; McNeeley, 2018). Houser et al. (2018) stated that reentry 
individuals were at a higher risk of testing dirty in neighborhoods with large amounts of 
liquor stores, bars, and drug dealings. According to Baglivio et al. (2017), neighborhoods 
that are racially heterogeneous also pose a high risk for criminal behavior and recidivism. 
This may be due to an increased difficulty in integration and making positive connections 
when there are significant levels of ethnic diversity or possibly due to tension between 
races (Breetzke & Polaschek, 2018).  
Other environmental risk factors include limited access to work or educational 
facilities (Bender et al., 2016; Lockwood et al., 2017), or even in urban areas these 
resources can be impacted by limited resources and the sheer number of people in need of 
those resources (Ojha et al., 2018). However, in more rural areas there are often lack of 
resources and barriers to these resources such as lack of public transportation, 
communities with stigmatic views about the reentry population, and high chances of 
recognition when accessing services (Ojha et al., 2018). According to Gunnison et al. 
(2015) lack of resources and community supports significantly impacts risk of recidivism.  
Access to transportation can have a major impact on a person’s ability to 
successfully complete reentry requirements. Lack of transportation can make it more 
difficult for a person to keep necessary appointments or maintain employment (Bohmert 
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& DeMaris, 2018). Barriers to transportation can include having to drive with a 
suspended license, lack of a reliable vehicle, living in an area without adequate public 
transportation, or being unable to walk to service locations (Bohmert & DeMaris, 2018). 
Additionally, individuals may not feel comfortable walking or taking public 
transportation in unsafe neighborhoods. These barriers can create a ripple effect of 
negative outcomes such as more criminal charges or violations for missed appointments.  
Unemployment is a major issue for the reentry population, as conventional ways 
to income can be a major crime reducer and income is access to so many different and 
other reentry needs such as housing, transportation, and meeting basic needs (Amani et 
al., 2018; Bender et al., 2016; Houser et al., 2018). Lack of employment can place stress 
and pressure on the reentry individual even with the best intentions toward rehabilitation 
and redirect them towards nonconventional sources of income (Amani et al., 2018). 
There are many barriers to employment such as denial due to a background check, the 
impact of institutionalism on employability, poor education limiting opportunities, 
intrusion of law enforcement on employment resulting in less willingness to hire, and low 
self-efficacy or feelings of shame resulting in self limitations (Amani et al., 2018). There 
is also a connection between employment opportunities and level of education, with 
higher levels of education relating to increased pay as well as higher levels of wellbeing 
(Sharlein, 2016).  
Houser et al. (2018) stated that lower education as well as a lack of vocational 
skills have been linked to higher rates of recidivism, with high school dropouts having 
the highest risk of recidivism (Baglivio et al., 2017). Sharlein (2016) found that decreased 
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level of education correlated with increased chance of offending and that involvement in 
the justice system also reduced academic achievement. Having lower academic 
achievement can place an individual on a trajectory that can lead to incarceration 
(Sharlein, 2016). When a reentry individual participates in educational services it reduces 
their risk of recidivism by 13% (Hawkins, 2017). It also increased their chances of 
employment by about 13% (Hawkins, 2017). Therefore, while unemployment and low 
academic achievement are risk for recidivism, they can also lead to individuals to have a 
deficit in other life areas, such as housing (Bender et al., 2016). 
Lack of access to stable housing is a huge risk factor for recidivism (Houser et al., 
2018). It can be difficult to obtain housing with a criminal record, without stable income, 
and having a criminal history can disqualify individuals from housing resources (Bender 
et al., 2016). Often the individuals who can provide temporary housing for a reentry 
individual are not the best matches for inspiring positive change as they may also engage 
in deviant behavior (Houser et al., 2018). Inability to have stable housing can result in 
struggles in meeting supervisory requirements, especially when having a place to live is a 
requirement, which places a higher risk for recidivism based upon violating (Bender et 
al., 2016). The above described risk factors often are interconnected, and a reentry 
individual often experiences several or all of the risk factors for recidivism, resulting in a 
higher overall risk (Ward & Fortune, 2016). 
Protective Factors 
When someone has a strong cognitive motivation for change coupled with a lack 
of a criminal identity, it can serve to protect against environmental risk factors (Berg & 
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Covina, 2017). The strength of the individual’s commitment to change had a strong 
impact on deterring reoffending even in an environment with social influences to engage 
in deviant behavior (Berg & Cobbina, 2017). Additionally, having a strong sense of 
ethnic identity can serve as a protective factor against a multitude of factors including 
criminal behavior, as it can serve as a way to reauthor ones’ sense of identity away from a 
criminal identity, and serve as a way to help one cognitively counter racial inequalities in 
society (Upadhyayula, 2017). Having strong family ties, including positive influence 
from family of origin, can be a major protective factor against recidivism (Houser et al., 
2018; Lee et al., 2016). Additionally, Houser et al. (2018) reported that having a 
significant other and/or children can serve as a strong motivator for change. Family can 
not only assist in being a strong motivator for positive change but can set an example of 
socially acceptable behaviors and assist in removing barriers by assisting with access and 
utilization of reentry services (Lee et al., 2016). Family can assist in motivation to not 
hurt the family by reoffending, provide job and other resource leads, increase the amount 
of time spent engaging in prosocial behaviors, and reinforce prosocial values (Bohmert & 
DeMaris, 2018; Lee et al., 2016). Additionally, families can provide assistance with 
resources such as housing, transportation, employment resources, childcare, food, and 
other basic needs (Datachi et al., 2016). 
When an individual is returning into a wealthy community it reduces the risk of 
recidivism; even in disadvantaged neighborhoods, if they are located next to affluent 
neighborhoods it can serve as a protective factor (Baglivio et al., 2017). Faith-based 
organizations can help to reduce recidivism on several levels, through providing 
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resources, a prosocial support system, and can help to support a positive identity that does 
not solely focus on being an ex-offender (Houser et al., 2018). Prosocial social 
connections can play such a crucial role in reducing recidivism, that even visits from 
chaplains and mentors, with no prior connection to the inmate, can help to reduce 
recidivism through establishing a positive self-identity and non criminal social network 
(Duwe & Johnson, 2016). Protective factors are important to consider in reentry 
literature, as they can play on individual and community strengths to help reduce 
recidivism.  
Interaction of Dynamic Needs  
The above described risk factors do not operate individually for the gang affiliated 
reentry individual. Research conducted by Parent et al. (2016) found that while factors 
such as antisocial personality traits, association with deviant peers, and nonconventional 
lifestyle choices all impacted recidivism, it was best to explore these not in a summative 
manner but in an interactive approach. There is a significant amount of co-occurring risk 
factors (Tarpey & Friend, 2016). For example, while it has been found that having a 
criminal record can impact ability to obtain employment, when you factor in other 
identities such as race and gender it becomes significantly more difficult for an African 
American male with a felony to obtain employment then males of other races (Bender et 
al., 2016). Gunnison et al. (2015) reported that for successful reentry an individual needs 
employment, housing, access to education, family supports, access to substance use 
services and prosocial activity opportunities. Lack of transportation can impact access to 
many of the needed services described above (Bohmert & DeMaris, 2018). Additionally, 
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employment alone is not sufficient enough to deter crime, as often the jobs available to 
the gang affiliated reentry population may not have a high enough pay rate to deter from 
engagement in nonconventional means of gaining employment (Cook, Kang, Braga, 
Ludwig, & O’Brien, 2015). This is partially due to lack of skill set or educational 
background as well as physical or mental illness impacting employability (Cook et al., 
2015), which helps to display how the interaction of these factors impacts recidivism. 
Ward and Fortune (2016) found that while the interaction of dynamic risk factors 
significantly impacts an individual’s risk for recidivism, they are not causal factors for 
reoffending, which is something that is important to note when looking at rehabilitation 
services. They also specified that while there are predictive factors, there is no 
explanation for how some individuals who possess all the risk factors do not offend, even 
when similar protective factors are in place (Ward & Fortune, 2016). The researchers 
propose that this is in part due to the interaction effects of the risk factors, that they 
interact differently within individuals based upon circumstances (Tarpey & Friend, 
2016). Additionally, some of the risk factors are socially constructed, therefore, they may 
not hold true across differential context (Ward & Fortune, 2016).  
Gang affiliated Reentry Population 
 Gang affiliated reentry individuals are considered high risk. They experience a 
two-tiered type of discrimination, in that they must deal with the stigma of being an “ex-
convict” as well as being a “gang member” (Bender et al., 2016; Goldman et al., 2014), 
making it exceptionally difficult to obtain housing and employment. There may be 
limitations placed on where an individual can reside based upon their gang affiliation, 
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both by reentry service providers and by the boundaries that developed by different gang 
territories (Goldman et al., 2014). A housing project may be in rival gang territory 
making it an unsafe option for a gang affiliated individual, resulting in this resource being 
inaccessible (Grossi, 2017). Even if some individuals attempt to leave a gang they may 
appear to be gang affiliated to police, other gang members (both same and rival gangs), 
and the overall community (Dooley et al., 2014; Goldman et al., 2014; Grossi, 2017). 
Law enforcement agencies tend to place higher levels of scrutiny on gang affiliated 
individuals, resulting in higher involvement with the legal system even when non-gang 
members may be engaging in similar amounts of deviant behavior it is more likely to go 
unattended (Dooley et al., 2014).  
 Additionally, the underlying reasons for joining a gang often go unaddressed in 
this population, creating a rehabilitation barrier. There are many reasons that people join 
a gang, such as to avoid family problems, a sense of identity and belonging, access to 
desirable things (money, drugs, sexual partners), and cultural or familial pressures 
(Chalas & Grekul, 2017). Less is known about the reason that people leave, some of the 
reasons identified by Chalas and Grekul (2017) include age, maturity levels, life changing 
events (such as marriage or having kids), and too much exposure to violence. Most gang 
members became gang affiliated early in age and the main reasons identified were for 
respect, money, or if joining a gang in prison, for safety and benefits (Chalas & Grekul, 
2017). It was also found that the majority of gang members either left the gang or wanted 
to leave the gang as they continued to age (Chalas & Grekul, 2017). Programs such as 
education/vocational training, substance use treatment were identified as strengthening a 
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person’s ability to leave a gang while family influence was identified as a reason to stay 
in the gang (Chalas & Grekul, 2017). According to Dooley et al. (2014), approximately 
5% of gang members successfully drop out of a gang.  
 While the majority of current research on gangs focuses on the male offender, 
females can also be active gang members, engaging in similar types of crimes and 
experiencing the aftereffects of criminal behavior (Morash et al., 2017; Peterson & 
Panfil, 2017). There have been conflicting views regarding gender differences in gang 
involvement, with some researchers finding no significant gender difference between 
early childhood risk factors while others found there were significant differences on risk 
for gang involvement across genders (Peterson & Panfil, 2017). The motivating factors 
have also been found by some research to also be similar across gender, but with different 
sources of environmental influence (Peterson & Panfil, 2017). It was suggested that these 
finding of similarity were due to influence by current research that is normed on males as 
well as utilizing testing measures that support this male dominated worldview (Peterson 
& Panfil, 2017). Additionally, female gang membership is viewed by society as different 
then male, with two common categories of the “butch” or “tomboy” gang member and 
the sexualized gang member, however these misconceptions do not reflect the accuracy 
of gang involvement, which can shape how individuals are treated when they don’t fulfill 
those social norms (Peterson & Panfil, 2017). 
 Gang membership culture emphasizes group loyalty and hypermasculinity as well 
as encourages criminal behavior and substance use (Bender et al., 2016). Upadhyayula et 
al. (2017) found that having a strong sense of ethnic pride facilitated safety in gang 
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membership. It is predicted that this is because gangs support a collective identity that 
can incorporate ethnic identity. This indicates that gang membership may serve to 
provide a sense of unity and identity, and that this identity interacts with other identities 
to form an individual’s sense of self.  
Additionally, it was proposed by Bergen-Cico, Haygood-El, Jennings-Bey, and 
Lane (2014) that gang membership is a type of addiction, in which people become 
addicted to the lifestyle aspects such as thrill-seeking instant gratification, drugs, access 
to sexual partners, and ease of access to money. This behavioral addiction is similar to 
other addictions in regard to the loss of control, neurological responses to the behaviors, 
and increased frequency and severity of behaviors (Bergen-Cico et al., 2014). These 
factors are important to consider as this mentality can impact attempts at rehabilitations. 
Chalas and Grekul (2017) also stated that interventions such as working on changing the 
cognitive process of gang involved individuals and increased engagement in prosocial 
activities can assist in an increased likelihood that an individual will want to remove 
themselves from the gang lifestyle. 
 Gang membership has been found to increase recidivism by six percent (Dooley 
et al., 2014). Additionally, gang membership has the strongest influence on reoffending 
early in the reentry process (Caudill, 2010), a timeframe that has been found to be the 
most crucial for rehabilitation services and when overall risk of recidivism is high 
(Tarpey & Friend, 2016; Valera, Brotzman, Wilson, & Reid, 2017). This increased risk 
may be due to correlating factors between gang membership and criminal behavior. 
Dooley et al. (2014) reported that gang members have increased opportunity to commit 
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crimes based upon associations and criminal networking. The authors also stated that the 
risk factors for recidivism (such as age, masculinity, lower education, less family 
connections, increased substance use, and lengthier criminal history) tend to be more 
present in gang affiliated individuals, placing this population in a higher risk for 
recidivism.  
Additionally, gangs are more likely to foster and reinforce criminal thinking 
patterns, the type of cognitive process that was found by Walters and Cohen (2016) to 
increase risk of reoffending. When a person is surrounded by other individuals who share 
a similar thought process and value system it can reinforce these types of distorted 
cognitive processes (Walter & Cohen, 2016). Peterson and Panfil (2017) stated that being 
a gang member becomes an aspect of one’s identity but that this is not the only aspect of 
their identity that they hold on to, bringing to light the importance of understanding when 
this type of identity is brought out in the individual and when it best serves them. Peter 
and Panfil found that gang involvement can actually improve self-esteem as it can create 
a sense of self for individuals who may not have otherwise developed this type of identity 
due to lack of other group identity options being present. Studies have shown mixed 
results regarding the impact of interventions between gang affiliated and non-gang 
members (Dooley et al., 2014; Weinrath et al., 2016). Prison gang membership may 
result in prison serving as a reinforcer for deviant behavior (Dooley et al., 2014) and 
there is a high crossover between prison and street gang involvement. Connection to a 
criminal community can strengthen criminal cognitive patterns (such as lack of 
responsibility and sense of entitlement), a thought process that has been shown to 
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increase recidivism rates (Folk et al., 2016). This is a factor that must be accounted for 
when looking at recidivism among gang affiliated reentry individuals. Gang affiliated 
individuals are, by definition, linked to a criminal community, which enhances their risk 
for recidivism. 
 Not only are gang affiliated individuals more likely to recidivate, but they tend to 
do so quicker than non-gang affiliated individuals and commit more severe crimes 
(Spooner et al., 2017). Additionally, gang affiliated individuals deal with barriers to 
rehabilitation such as stigma, unstable living situations, impacts of trauma from violence. 
There are minimal specialized treatment options available, as most reentry services do 
not specialize in gang affiliated reentry and do not address the additional risk factors and 
high level of needs for this population (Spooner et al., 2017). The researchers evaluated a 
program called Gang Intervention Treatment Reentry Development for Youth (GitRedy) 
to determine its effectiveness in recidivism among gang affiliated reentry youth. This 
program combined family therapy services with gang focused intervention (Spooner et 
al., 2017). While the results indicated that there was no long-term difference between the 
program participants and civilian participants, it did find that these participants’ 
recidivism rates were lower than gang affiliated individuals who did not participate in the 
program (Spooner et al., 2017). 
 When viewing gang membership through a lens of intersectionality and systems 
theory, it becomes an alternative lifestyle, to counteract to oppressive narrative developed 
by the dominant culture (Peterson & Panfil, 2017). Gang membership is also influenced 
by the exosystem such as the neighborhood in which some individuals live, school 
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system, and family dynamics (Peterson & Panfil, 2017). Females who live in high 
violence neighborhoods may be pushed to join a gang for safety reasons, such as to avoid 
unwanted physical and sexual advances, while individuals may attempt to use a gang to 
feel a sense of belonging and connection, a type of pseudo family to meet unmet needs 
from the family of origin (Peterson & Panfil, 2017). School systems can react on biases 
and create self-fulfilling prophecies, expecting young ethnic females to be incapable and 
at-risk youth, therefore they pay less attention to their academic needs and have their 
beliefs reinforced when these individuals do not perform as high as other groups 
(Peterson & Panfil, 2017). The peer groups that an individual can also guide youth 
toward or away from gang membership, with males seeing gangs as more of a means 
toward material things and females viewing gangs as a connecting bond (Peterson & 
Panfil, 2017). The researchers stated that females are more likely to join a gang in 
response to social rejection or repeated bullying. While research often views gangs as a 
product of dysfunction, individuals who join gangs often have limited options due to the 
intersect of their marginalized identities, therefore, viewing gangs as an adaptive 
mechanism can be helpful (Peterson & Panfil, 2017). This is why utilizing the lens of 
intersectionality is important as well as systems theory. 
Connecting the Pieces of the Reentry Puzzle   
To reduce recidivism, it is critical to have a thorough understanding of the 
dynamic needs of gang affiliated reentry population. There is a large amount of 
intersectionality among the reentry population such as the stigma of being labeled a 
criminal, race, poverty, behavioral health struggles, and physical health issues. This 
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impacts their ability to access services and the environmental needs of this population. 
For example, there is a need for both employment and stable housing when someone is 
released, and the needs are not mutually exclusive, as they impact the ability to access the 
other need (Bender et al., 2016; Grossi, 2017; Gunnison et al., 2015). These individuals 
often also have struggles with mental and physical health, addiction, lack of basic life 
skills, and poor social/familial supports in place (Gunnison et al., 2015; Tarpey & Friend, 
2016). These groups also disproportionably experience the secondary effects of 
incarceration such as disqualification for financial aid, housing assistance, inability to 
regain custody of their children and lack of access to other benefits (Tyler & 
Brockermann, 2017). They can also be disqualified from public benefits, which increases 
risk of recidivism for economic means as they lack access to conventional means to 
income (Morash et al., 2017). These factors all come with their own unique set of stigmas 
and interact with each other in ways that not only impact the other aspects of identify but 
influences the way in which the individual interactions with the environment in a 
reciprocal manner (Tyler & Brockmann, 2017).  
It was also found through structural equational modeling that while the individual 
risk factors impacted the risk for offending, it was the interaction of these factors that 
played a greater influence on predicating criminal behavior (Wolff & Baglivio, 2015). 
Datachi et al. (2016) stated that interventions need to take an eclectic approach, focuses 
on individual risk factors as well as addressing environmental risk factors for recidivism. 
Datchi et al. stated that interventions to reduce recidivism are not a one size fits all, that 
they need to match the individual’s strengths, needs, motivation, and learning style to be 
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effective. Polaschek and Yesberg (2018) conducted a study comparing two groups of 
individuals, one who received intensive treatment while incarcerated and one who 
received no services, following the first year of their reentry. The researchers found that 
while the treatment group reentered into society with much higher protective factors, the 
group deviated toward the non-treatment group of the course of reentry, with the 1 year 
results indicating no significant difference in protective factors (Polaschek & Yesberg, 
2018). This highlights the importance of viewing the combination of individual and 
environmental factors in rehabilitative services.   
It is essential to understand the needs of the gang affiliated reentry population to 
guide interventions and best practice. Amani et al. (2018) found that the justice system 
disempowers families and that incorporating the family into rehabilitation increases the 
chances of success. Themes identified by Tarpey and Friend (2016) for a successful 
reentry included, “a place to call home, the decision to change, self-fulfillment and a 
suitable support system” (p. 285). Reentry programs can assist previously incarcerated 
individuals in meeting their dynamic needs in areas such as education, vocational, 
housing, financial, family reunification, substance use, and physical/mental health issues 
(Zortman et al., 2016). According to Weinrath et al. (2016) supervised probation is not an 
effective way to reduce criminal behavior. They utilized both a qualitative and 
quantitative methodology to assess the effectiveness of a program, Spotlight, that utilized 
mentorship to deter at risk youth from engaging in criminal behavior. The researchers 
found that the participants in the Spotlight program has significantly less recidivism then 
the comparison group of probationers (Weinrath et al., 2016). This is consistent with 
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research on recidivism in general, which suggests that supervision without treatment is 
ineffective (DeVall et al., 2017; Drake, 2018).  
Rehabilitation services have been shown to increase the length of time before 
reoffending as well as decreased number of arrests, however, there has been inconsistent 
findings across different reentry service providers (Visher, Lattimore, Barrick, & Tueller, 
2017). This may be due to the different types of services provided by reentry providers, 
as there is a lack of consistency amongst these types of providers (Visher et al., 2017). To 
be most effective treatment should begin while incarcerated and then be followed up with 
reentry services based upon the needs of the individual (Visher et al., 2017). Indeed, it 
has been found that treatment options are limited while incarcerated, and that correctional 
facilities can increase criminal behavior and networks (Tyler & Brockmann, 2016; Visher 
et al., 2017). While there have been mixed results regarding the effectiveness of 
rehabilitation programs, many of these studies only evaluate one program and do not 
include the impact that different services provide when reentry services are a combined 
effort (Visher et al., 2017). Overall the trend has shown that when rehabilitation services 
utilize best practices they can help to reduce recidivism risk, focusing on individual 
treatment combined with material needs (Visher et al., 2017).  
Research has shown that alternative types of sentencing, when treatment is a 
component, can be more effective then incarceration. These types of programs can 
simultaneously punish and rehabilitate, while reducing connections with other deviant 
individuals, that can be made while incarcerated (Bouchard & Wong, 2018; Datachi et 
al., 2016; Drake, 2018; Visher et al., 2017). Henneguelle, Monnery, and Kensey (2016) 
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found that when rehabilitation and punishment were combined, recidivism rates not only 
reduced about 6% over a 5 year timespan, but it was less costly on society then 
incarceration, amongst a group of electronically monitored participants. On this note, if 
supervision is conducted without treatment Drake (2018) found it to be a burden of cost 
without positive outcome. Additionally, supervision combined with treatment has been 
found to be a cost-effective way in reducing recidivism, with a trend toward intensive 
supervision over incarceration (Drake, 2018). There have been several states that have 
implemented types of alternative sentencing programs with high levels of supervision, 
psychosocial interventions, and administering consequences for noncompliance, with 
overall findings that alternative sentencing when combined with treatment is the most 
effective at reducing recidivism (DeVall et al., 2017). Datachi et al. (2016) discussed that 
incarceration is a family matter and that interventions should focus on strengthening 
family bonds while a person is incarcerated. However, often individuals are relocated to 
facilities that are located far away from family and visitation restrictions can limit 
opportunities (Berg & Cobbina, 2017). Additionally, very few facilities provide family 
treatment (Datachi et al., 2016). By incorporating family treatment into rehabilitation 
interventions, it can help to reduce recidivism by strengthening family bonds that tend to 
be weakened by incarceration as well as some of the factors that can lead up to 
incarceration; as the family can provide the support needed to encourage prosocial 
behaviors (Datachi et al., 2016). Datachi et al. conducted a program evaluation which 
involved individual and family treatment while incarcerated, addressing addiction, 
communication, parenting skills, and criminal thought processes, found that recidivism 
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rates for participants were significantly less than nonparticipants in the same area. While 
the majority of research involving family involvement in treatment focuses on youth, 
there has been a recent trend of incorporating family into adult rehabilitation and it has 
been found to be similarly effective with adults (Datachi et al., 2016). This suggests that 
interventions that focus on family reunification as well as address other areas of 
impairment, such as multisystemic therapy and functional family therapy play a role in 
successful rehabilitation (Datachi et al., 2016).  
Bouchard and Wong (2018) reported that home confinement programs can assist 
offenders in maintaining prosocial bonds, contributing to society through means of 
employment, increase feelings of self-efficacy, and assist in a smoother reentry process. 
It is also a cheaper means of dealing with offenders for society, however it is a costlier 
alternative for the offenders (Bouchard & Wong, 2018). This can create a barrier 
resulting in only those privileged enough to afford this service being able to utilize it, 
essentially those of higher socioeconomic status. Bouchard and Wong found that when 
home confinement was used as a true alternative to incarceration (not as a post release 
monitoring), it significantly reduced recidivism rates. This also brings up the issue 
regarding individuals who don’t have stable housing options. Breetzke and Polaschek 
(2018) reported that reentry individuals without stable housing were at a higher risk for 
recidivism, however it may also disqualify them from alternative types of sentencing or 
result in a violation due to circumstances that they have minimal control over. Another 
factor found by Breetzke and Polaschek was that increased number of probation/parole 
requirements resulted in higher rates of recidivism. It was suggested that this may be due 
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to the access barriers to needed services such as lack of availability, unstable 
transportation, or unreasonable and unreasonable requirements.  
Pre arrest diversion programs are another alternative form of sentencing that can 
help to reduce recidivism. Upon successful completion of the program an individual has 
the option to be rehabilitated without having to deal with the long-term stigmatic effect of 
having a criminal record (Kopak & Frost, 2017). However, the researchers found that 
individuals with risk factors such as mental health issues, substance abuse, and violent 
crimes were less likely to successfully complete the program. Additionally, individuals 
who were chronic offenders were not found eligible for this type of program, with most 
program participants first time, misdemeanor offenders (Kopak & Frost, 2017). While 
this is an asset for individuals in the correctional system and can help to reduce overall 
recidivism rates, it is also a prime example of how privilege can impact recidivism. 
Offenders who are deemed lower risk are more likely to have higher educations, more 
family supports, and be of more privileged intersecting identities such as White and male 
(Kopak & Frost, 2017). In fact, approximately 60% of program participants were white 
(Kopak & Frost, 2017), which does not reflect the trends of majority of minority 
involvement in the justice system, indicating racial disparities.  
Restorative justice is a process of involving community members in the justice 
process with the goal that it will shape the system and the way that it impacts the people 
effected by criminal behavior (Rossner & Bruce, 2016). Rossner and Bruce (2016) found 
that restorative justice meetings strengthened the feeling of a community of connection 
that can deter from criminal behavior, so long as the community representatives appeared 
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to be equally disbursed on both sides and supportive of the process. Additionally, this 
method is supported by Willison and O’Brien (2016) to meet the reentry need of women 
by incorporating alternative viewpoints, ones that may be more aligned with the 
marginalized group. It is essential to reduce the social structure of oppression that stems 
from the current correctional practices, one that a direction toward restorative justice may 
help address (Willison & O’Brien, 2016). There were times in the process where the 
community members hindered the process by unprofessional type actions (Rossner & 
Bruce, 2016). The involvement of the community members assists to provide the justice 
system with a realistic representation of what types of services are available and how to 
link the offender to the services (Rossner & Bruce, 2016). Overall, the use of restorative 
justice was found to assist in detouring individuals from reoffending. Additionally, 
involvement from community members in the form of visitation of inmates by mentors or 
clergy members has been found to reduce recidivism, other than technical violations 
(Duwe & Johnson, 2016). 
In general, the above programs build a solid foundation for the impact of 
treatment as a part of alternative sentencing as the most effective way to reduce 
recidivism, with the next step in reducing recidivism being an understanding of the most 
effective interventions. Interventions are found to be most effective if they include 
multiple components such as education, vocational training, cognitive behavioral 
treatment, and substance use treatment (Duwe & Johnson, 2016). Additionally, the 
authors reported that when there is not comprehensive treatment it is ineffective in 
reducing recidivism. A study conducted by Folk et al. (2018) found that criminal thought 
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process impacted recidivism similarly across age, gender, ethnicity, and education. These 
findings suggest that a cognitive behavioral component of treatment is essential in 
reducing recidivism. This is due to not only the impact that the criminal thought process 
has on behaviors but to assist individuals in reconstructing their identity, an identity that, 
while incarcerated, focuses on the criminal aspect of identity (Hlavka et al., 2015).  
Additionally, there is a focus on rehabilitation of juvenile offenders, this trend in 
research becomes even stronger when it comes to gang affiliated reentry offenders. 
Owusu-Bempah (2017) acknowledged that by not focusing on the intersection of 
identities the criminal justice field is falling short in understanding the complex issues 
related to this population, as this type of structural inequality impacts African Americans’ 
view of self as well as risk of offending. Since alternative sentencing programs are still 
relatively new, there is an inherent gap in the research regarding program evaluations, 
and minimal research that looks at the effectiveness of the programs amongst different 
offender groups (DeVall et al., 2017). Additionally, there are differences in the programs 
that can skew research outcomes in relation to whether rehabilitation programs are 
effective (Visher et al., 2017). Research tends to focus on either recidivism or gang 
membership, viewing the two issues as separate but not intertwined (Dooley et al., 2014). 
The majority of research focuses on quantitative evaluation of reentry services, 
however Valera et al. (2017) conducted a qualitative study to explore the reentry services 
of male and female offenders in New York. The researchers found successful reentry 
themes that included “linkage to society, institutional and community anchors, social 
supports, and personal epiphany” (Valera et al., 2017, p. 419). Linkage to society consists 
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of a discharge plan from incarceration to reentry needs, was identified as a need that was 
often unmet when individuals were released, such as having appointments for mental 
health and medical treatment. It was then found that the wait for services was long and 
that individuals could deteriorate during this timeframe or that lack of immediate access 
to these services could result in not meeting supervisory requirements (Valera et al., 
2017). Additionally, support from community agencies such as social services assisted in 
meeting needs that, if unmet, could impact recidivism, such as support from social 
services (Valera et al., 2017). It was found that the coordination among agencies to meet 
needs was essential. Social supports were determined to help support the reentry 
individual in breaking old patterns and establishing new routines that helped to reduce 
recidivism (Valera et al., 2017). Lastly, but not least, personal cognitive commitment to 
change and gained insight into the need for change was found to be a strong motivator 
toward positive reentry experiences (Valera et al., 2017). These moments were often 
triggered by a significant life event that helped to push the individual toward change.  
Marginalized populations have unique reentry needs that are often overlooked in 
current research as well as rehabilitation services (Valera et al., 2017). Although 
alternative sentencing programs that focus on treatment have been found to reduce 
recidivism, it has been shown that race, gender, offense type, location, and initial risk 
assessment scores interact to impact outcomes, with African American males having the 
highest recidivism rates across all types of programs outcomes, such as rearrests, 
revocation, expiration, and technical violations (Steinmetz & Henderson, 2016). 
Steinmetz and Henderson (2016) found that minority groups had the highest rate of 
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probation technical violations as well as being at risk for false positives on risk 
assessments. Ethnic minorities were found to have higher rates of negative outcomes then 
whites when it comes to probation outcomes, with this being especially true when gender 
interacts with ethnicity (Steinmetz & Henderson, 2016). 
Most of rehabilitation services for the gang affiliated reentry population occur 
post release, which is a possible reason for why recidivism rates may be so high as the 
needs of this population require significant amount of interventions, that once released 
these individuals become easily reengaged with previous lifestyle patterns (Cook et al., 
2015). Employment support is not enough to reduce recidivism and that these types of 
interventions need to be paired with support in other life domains such as financial 
management, family reunification, behavioral health, reduction in gang involvement, and 
basic life skills (Cook et al., 2015). Additionally, it is essential to strengthen and foster 
prosocial family bonds while a person is incarcerated. Cognitive behavioral treatment is 
the most effective way at changing the automatic thoughts and behaviors that go along 
with criminal behavior (Cook et al., 2015; Drake, 2018). Crime prevention strategies, 
such as early education and intervention are the most cost-effective ways to reduce 
recidivism amongst gang affiliated offenders (Drake, 2018). Unfortunately, these types of 
interventions are not as applicable to individuals who have already joined a gang.  
 Given the strong influence that association with deviant peers has on risk of 
recidivism (Duwe & Johnson, 2016) it is important to consider this factor when 
developing interventions for the gang affiliated reentry population, and the impact that 
developing prosocial bonds can have on this population (Duwe & Johnson, 2016). 
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Several different programs that match inmates with mentors while incarcerated have 
found that these connections help to reduce recidivism rates for program participation 
(Duwe & Johnson, 2016). The individuals who received visits from volunteers averaged 
35.5 months before recidivating, compared to 30.6 for the individuals who did not receive 
community visits (Duwe & Johnson, 2016). However, it should be noted that females, the 
elderly, and Christians were more likely to get visitation with volunteers, and that these 
groups are significantly less likely to recidivate in the first place (Duwe & Johnson, 
2016). Additionally, the researchers found that while visitations from prosocial 
community members and family members helped to reduce misconduct while 
incarceration, the visits were the most beneficial to reducing recidivism when the visits 
occurred closer to reentry. Duwe and Johnson (2016) also found that visits from 
unhealthy relationships, such as ex-partners or individuals who support a deviant 
lifestyle, increased the risk of recidivism. This is an important aspect to consider when 
including visitation as an intervention strategy. Additionally, prosocial bonds have often 
been severed due to deviant behavior and substance use, which is why the previous 
mentioned addition of family therapy by Datchi et al. (2016) is a crucial component of 
reducing recidivism. 
Boxer, Docherty, Ostermann, Kubik, and Veysey (2017) conducted a study on the 
effectiveness of multisystemic therapy as an intervention for gang affiliated youth. The 
results found no significant difference in outcomes between gang affiliated and non-gang 
affiliated youth (Boxer et al., 2017). Baglivio et al. (2017) found that placement in a 
residential treatment program upon reentry into society assisted in reducing recidivism 
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risks regarding education level, use of free time, relationships, substance use, antisocial 
attitudes, and levels of aggression however, it did not impact employability, family 
dynamic factors, and mental health issues. Houser et al. (2018) found that when reentry 
individuals did not return to their previous residence their chances of reoffending were 
reduced, even when these people had longstanding cycles of recidivism, indicating there 
may be benefit in rehabilitating individuals in an alternative environment. Cook et al. 
(2015) conducted a study of inmates who received interventions while incarcerated that 
focused on reducing gang involvements, substance abuse treatment, and job readiness 
paired with guaranteed post-released employment for the first 6 months. It was found that 
participation increased employment rates and overall income (Cook et al., 2015). 
However, the income earned for both the participants and nonparticipants were not above 
poverty line nor enough to support a family.  
While there has been a trend in research focusing on the interaction between 
individual and environmental risk factors on the impact of recidivism there is still need 
for further exploration (Houser et al., 2018). While there needs to be community 
resources to support change, the initial desire for change needs to come from the 
individual for outside supports to be most effective (Berg & Cobbina, 2017). Berg and 
Cobbina (2017) conducted a qualitative study that explored how the cognitive process 
impacted recidivism rates in reentry individuals who returned to impoverished 
communities. A study conducted by Abate and Venta (2018) found that an individual’s 
perceived chances of successful reentry impacted rehabilitation interventions for ethnic 
minorities but not whites. The authors findings imply that race played a factor in an 
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individual’s reentry needs therefore interventions and services may be most effective if 
tailored to ethnic group’s needs. It was also reported that providing treatment to gang 
members while incarcerated and as part of the reentry service process decreased their 
chances of recidivism and that the treatment was most beneficial when ex-gang members 
were a part of the treatment process (Chalas & Grekul, 2017). This supports findings by 
Caudill (2010) that suggested that gang affiliated individuals are at the highest risk for 
influence to reoffend based upon their gang identity early in the reentry stages, and that 
over time the influence of gang-affiliation decreases. Further research is needed to gain 
understanding into how the intersectionality of different risk factors impacts the 
interventions to reduce recidivism rates, specifically in gang affiliated induvial (Bender et 
al., 2016).  
Summary 
When it comes to reducing recidivism, knowledge is power. There is current 
knowledge regarding risk factors and effective intervention, however the gap suggests 
that there is minimal research on how a gang affiliated reentry impacts engagement with 
rehabilitation services and how the gang identity impacts recidivism risk (Caudill, 2010; 
Dooley et al., 2014; Spooner et al., 2017). The current study began to fill that gap, by 
taking an intersectionality-systems approach to explore the experiences of gang affiliated 
reentry individuals providing a narrative of how their identities interact and impact how 
that identity impacts their interactions in a reciprocal relationship with the social 
environment. By gaining insight into their experiences with rehabilitative services 
through this dynamic lens, it can assist to shape reentry services for the marginalized 
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population and begin to ship the narrative from oppression to empowerment, with the 
ability to facilitate social change (Martin, 2016).    
The current research study will assist in gaining further insight into the interplay 
of different risk factors and how they may impact the individual’s response to 
interventions. However, there is minimal research on gang affiliated youth and the 
effectiveness of treatment. There is also limited research on how the interaction of these 
different stigmatizing identities can impact the engagement with community resources 
and reentry type services. Windsong (2018) stated that there is a need to incorporate 
intersectionality into research framework to explore the experiences of marginalized 
populations, as their voices are missing from current research. This framework also helps 
researchers to understand the impact of systematic oppression and how social constructs 
reinforce the process of oppression for marginalized populations (Windsong, 2018). This 
is the direction that Willison and O’Brien (2016) recommended research takes to move 
away from a justice system that reinforces social oppression. The current study will begin 
to fill the gap. In the next chapter I will begin to review the methodology of the current 
study, including the design of the current study, participant recruitment and data analysis  
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Chapter 3: Research Method 
Introduction 
The purpose of the study was to explore the experiences of gang affiliated reentry 
individuals. Research has shown that gang-affiliation increases risk of recidivism (Boxer 
et al., 2017). Additionally, there was a gap in the literature regarding how having a gang 
identity influences individuals’ interaction with the social environment and how it 
intersects with other identities to create a person’s social location (Caudill, 2010; Dooley 
et al., 2014; Peterson & Panfil, 2017; Spooner et al, 2017). In this study, I used an IPA to 
explore the experiences of gang affiliated reentry individuals (see Hlavka et al,, 2015; 
Storey, 2017; Windsong, 2018). IPA allowed for an in-depth exploration on the 
experiences of gang affiliated reentry individuals (see Alase, 2017).  
In this chapter, I discuss the population and sampling methods used in depth to 
provide insight into the participants of the study because that can impact the research 
data. I developed appropriate interview questions and then utilized safeguards to ensure 
appropriate data collection and analysis (see Alase, 2017). Bias and potential influence 
during the data collection process are also discussed to provide transparency in the 
research process. Additionally, the procedures and instrumentation will be explored so 
that future researchers are able to understand this study. I will conclude the chapter by 
reviewing issues of trustworthiness and ethical safeguards that were put in place for the 
study.  
Research Design and Rationale 
I developed the following research question to guide this study: 
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How does a gang affiliated identity shape reentry individuals’ interactions with 
reentry organizations? 
Phenomenon of Study  
 The overall phenomenon being explored was recidivism, which consists of 
reoffending after a prior interaction with the justice system (National Institute of Justice, 
2014). Specifically, I focused on recidivism in the context of gang affiliated reentry 
individuals’ experiences with their environmental systems. Reentry consists of the 
transition from being in a correctional facility into the community (National Institute of 
Justice, 2014). While there is certainly a stigma associated with being previously 
incarcerated, having a gang affiliation can add to the stigma as well as create additional 
barriers to utilizing reentry services (Dooley et al., 2014; Peterson & Panfil, 2017). This 
can include increased association with deviant peers, increased pressure to reengage in 
criminal behavior, and limited access to already sparse resources such as housing 
(Spooner et al., 2017). These gang affiliated risks for recidivism interact with a myriad of 
other risk factors to create a major social problem (Dooley et al., 2014; Peterson & Panfil, 
2017; Spooner et al., 2017).  
Systems theory explores how different social and environmental systems impact a 
person’s development and trajectory (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). A person’s intersectionality 
refers to the way in which their multiple identities interact to place their social location of 




 The study was exploratory in nature, making qualitative methodology the most 
suitable approach for this study. A qualitative design allows the researcher to explore 
how individuals make meaning of a social problem (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). 
Qualitative research is inductive because the themes that are identified during data 
analysis develop into larger themes (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). Since the purpose of 
this study was to explore experiences based upon socially constructed identities and their 
placement on a social location of oppression, it was essential to adopt an explorative 
methodological research design because there were assumptions made but no testing of a 
theory. Use of a qualitative method allowed me to explore the experiences of gang 
affiliated reentry individuals through the lens of intersectionality and systems theory.  
 The research questions tend to drive the methodology (Creswell, 2014), and the 
research question in this study was exploratory, leading to the use of a qualitative 
methodology. Qualitative methodology has been deemed most appropriate when the 
research questions indicate the exploration of participants’ experiences through a social-
cultural lens (Creswell, 2014; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). Qualitative methodology 
allows for the in-depth exploration of the participants’ identity and context (Pietkiewicz 
& Smith, 2012), which was ideal for this study. I interacted with the participants to obtain 
further information on their identities, the social systems they engage with, and how their 
identities interact with environment to impact their reentry experiences.  
 While a quantitative methodology was considered due to the benefits of including 
a larger number of participants and increasing the generalizability of the results (see 
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Creswell, 2014), this methodology did not align with the purpose of the study. The 
purpose of the study was to gain an understanding of the reentry experiences of gang 
affiliated individuals; therefore, a quantitative study would not have allowed for the in-
depth exploration that a qualitative methodology creates. A quantitative study would be a 
better fit to explore cause and effect or to test a theory and/or hypothesis that has already 
been established (Creswell, 2014; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). Future research may 
include a quantitative component to determine whether the themes identified in this study 
can crossover to a broader population. 
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis  
IPA is a process that explores how participants make sense of their experiences 
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). IPA is based upon the assumption that people are “actively 
engaged in interpreting the events, objects, and people in their lives. To examine this 
process, IPA draws upon the fundamental principles of phenomenology, hermeneutics, 
and idiography” (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012, p. 8). Phenomenology refers to the 
reductive process of attempting to identify the factors of an experience that make that 
experience unique (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). This allows for a focus on how an event 
is interpreted by individuals. Hermeneutics refers to understanding a person’s mindset 
and language to accurately interpret their experiences (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). IPA 
incorporates this by the researcher attempting to interpret the experiences of participants 
based upon the views of the person but also trying to explore how and why this person 
came to find this sense of meaning (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). Idiography refers to an 
in-depth analysis of experience and context (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). Therefore, IPA 
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involves an in-depth exploration of a specific person’s experiences to understand them, 
prior to making any generalizing statements (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). IPA does not 
explore causation or look for a rooted theory; rather, it uses the data to begin to identify 
themes in experiences of participants (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). The researcher may 
compare and contrast participants experiences to understand the larger phenomenon of 
the specific population when using IPA (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). 
In this study, I used an IPA approach. An IPA allows the researcher to explore 
participant experiences, the meanings attributed to those experiences, and the 
psychological process of how those meanings are established (Storey, 2007). This 
approach worked well with intersectionality and systems theory because these theories 
can be applied to how an individual establishes the meaning of these experiences. The 
gang affiliated reentry population has a unique set of experiences and identities that can 
shape their experiences and give a unique meaning to these experiences. Due to the 
limited amount of research in this area and the complexity of how unique each 
participants’ intersecting identities are, an IPA research method was most appropriate to 
achieve the purpose of the study. Use of open dialogue with participants and asking 
questions that included not only their own identity but experiences with other labels 
assisted the me in gaining insights not only into potential identities and their interaction 
but how they may impact the participants’ experiences. Researchers have shown that 
there are many different factors that impact recidivism and successful reentry (Bender et 
al., 2016; Gunnison et.al., 2015; Tarpey & Friend, 2016; Tyler & Brockmann, 2017; 
Zortman et al., 2016); however, the gap addressed in this study was how the different 
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factors intersect to create the collective experiences. For this reason, I chose an IPA 
qualitative research methodology. 
There are other types of qualitative research designs, such as ethnography, case 
study, and biography; however, the only other option that I considered for this study was 
a narrative approach. While ethnography does involve a social group (Creswell, 2014), it 
does not allow for exploration of how the individuals in this group interpret and assign 
meaning to events, which was an essential component for my exploration of reentry 
experiences of gang affiliated individuals. Other options explored were case study and 
biography; however, these designs were also deemed not appropriate for this study. 
While these options may have allowed for in-depth detail of experience, where they fall 
short is they do not explore how the individual is assigning meaning to these experiences 
and the experiences are not as focused on the current experiences (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 
2012). A narrative inquiry utilizes individuals’ stories, often obtained through direct 
conversation, to explore their experiences and how their narrative has been created 
(Creswell, 2014). The story of how stigma is experienced by gang affiliated reentry 
individuals could be understood through a narrative approach; however, I determined that 
the narrative approach was not appropriate for the study because it would incorporate a 
more comprehensive view of their life experiences, which could take away from the 
exploration of reentry experiences of the gang affiliated reentry individual by broadening 
the scope to life experiences. In this study, I explored more recent reentry experiences 
and how the individuals have made meaning of their reentry experiences, which is why 
IPA was chosen. The participants have shared experiences because they are all involved 
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in the justice system and have used some type of reentry services; however, they all have 
unique background experiences, identities, and system interactions that can impact how 
they interpret and assign meaning to these experiences (see Alase, 2017). 
Role of the Researcher 
 In this study, as the researcher, I collected, coded, and analyzed the data and drew 
conclusions based upon the experiences of the participants through their self-disclosure 
(see Alase, 2017). I played an active professional role in this study because I conducted 
the interviews and engaged with the participants. As the interviews were semistructured, I 
followed up with each participant’s responses in a slightly different manner and 
attempted to gain a clear picture, while not guiding their narratives. I established rapport 
with the participants to establish an environment of trust and to inspire them to be honest 
and facilitate engagement in the interview process.  
I had no prior relationship with any of the participants, so there were no concerns 
regarding dual relationship influence. While participants did not have a prior relationship 
with me, I did have experiences working with justice-involved individuals, both while 
incarcerated and as part of reentry services. I also had no current or prior relationship 
with any agency that was indirectly involved in the data collection process.  
 To analyze IPA style research, I needed to be aware of my own implicit bias and 
experiences and then be able to set those aside to gain a deeper understanding of the 
participants’ experiences (see Alase, 2017; Storey, 2007). For this study, it was essential 
that I truly listen to the experiences of the participants while attempting to place 
themselves in the lived experiences of the participants (see Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). 
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It was also important to recognize that my personal experiences shaped my research 
experiences and how meaning was assigned in a unique way to interpret the participants’ 
narratives (see Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). While there is no testing of a hypothesis, 
research has suggested that the experiences of the marginalized populations are those of 
oppression and differential treatment (Seabrook & Wyatt-Nichol, 2016; Windsong, 
2018); therefore, to avoid any bias, I analyzed the participants’ interview responses 
setting aside my assumptions that this indeed is true. I was constantly checking in with 
myself to ensure my bias was not impacting the analysis process (see Creswell, 2014; 
Storey, 2007).  
Another potential bias that I held was a belief that social systems have influence 
on a person’s social location and that, while people make their own choices, the options 
they see are shaped by the environment. This could have created a view of empathy 
toward gang affiliated offenders, which may have impacted the interpretation of their 
experiences, because I tend to view gang involvement as due to systemic and 
environmental influence over personal choice. Additionally, personal experiences in 
working with this population have exposed me to first-hand views of the systematic 
barriers that can inhibit change. Therefore, I tend to view the rehabilitation of gang 
affiliated reentry individuals as a systems problem, in which less self-responsibility may 
be placed on the offender. Since I was aware of this bias, the interviews were conducted 
so as not to lead the participants toward this conclusion (e.g., to not place most of the 
responsibility on the systems around them). Since I was actively engaging with the 
participants in a face-to-face manner, there was the potential for other types of influences 
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 Population. The population of interest was gang affiliated reentry individuals. 
The sample participates included adult male and female gang affiliated individuals from a 
diverse ethnic background who were located in California. This study did not exclude any 
ethnic groups. 
 Sampling method. The sampling method was purposeful, which is the 
recommended sampling method for IPA (Alase, 2017). Purposeful sampling is when the 
sample is chosen based upon participants having certain characteristics that reflect the 
population of interest and purpose of the study (Alase, 2017). The recruitment process 
included convenience sampling, which is a non-randomized sampling method in which 
participants are recruited based upon access of location (Alase, 2017).  
For this study, recruitment was conducted through several areas in which reentry 
service are provided in California. Participants were recruited through flyers posted in 
public locations near the reentry service agencies. The adverts posted near the service 
providers’ agencies provided potential participants with my contact information. 
Participants received a $10 McDonalds gift card, to thank participants for engaging in the 
study. Interested potential participants were screened to ensure the sample reflects the 
population of interest. 
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Prior to participant recruitment the researcher obtained Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) approval through Walden University, to ensure the research follows the 
highest level of ethics and protects the participants. The IRB approval number for this 
study was 01-23-19-0615816. Flyers were hung in public locations near reentry service 
providers such as probation, law offices, halfway houses, and treatment providers. 
Individuals were asked to call me if interested in participating in the study. Over the 
phone, I conducted a brief screening of eligibility, provided an overview of the study, and 
discussed the time commitment. If both parties felt participation was a good fit an 
interview appointment was scheduled. Prior to conducting the study informed consent, in 
which the general purpose, risks and benefits of participating in the research study, and 
confidentiality was reviewed with the participants and obtained.  
 Participants. IPA recommends that the participants be as similar to the 
population of interest as possible, to be sure that the experiences are as similar as 
appropriate (Alase, 2017). Pietkiewicz and Smith (2012) stated that between six to eight 
participants in recommended to allow for accurate exploration of similarities and 
differences. For this reason, it is important to keep the sample as similar in other aspects 
as possible to ensure that the experiences explore those of that population. However, 
since participation was voluntary it is important to note that equal representation of 
identities of participants may not have been available due to the disproportionality of 
ethnic minorities in the justice system. Therefore, the participants may have reflected the 
ethnic groups of highest population based upon region of recruitment. Recruitment 
included multiple locations to attempt to have a comprehensive group of participants. 
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Inclusion criteria included a history of incarceration for at least a continuous year to 
ensure that participants have experienced a significant length away from society prior to 
reentry, as these adjustments impact reentry experiences. Additionally, participants’ 
backgrounds included a history of recidivism that included at least two episodes of 
incarceration (any length for secondary period of incarceration) to ensure that participants 
had multiple reentry experiences so that they have had experiences of rehabilitation and 
reoffending, as this relates to issues of recidivism. Additionally, gang-affiliation included 
any type of gang membership (prison gang, street gang, or both). There were no 
vulnerable populations recruited and recruitment methodology did not require 
prescreening for vulnerable populations as this information is not related to the study. 
 Since IPA consists of in-depth exploration of how the participants assign meaning 
to their experiences, a relatively small sample size is appropriate, from two to 25, 
however normally samples are small and consist of no more than twelve (Alase, 2017; 
Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). The current study included five participants, this number 
allowed me to gain insight on reentry experiences and allowed for saturation of the data. 
To begin to gain insight on stigmatic identities and their impact on reentry services it is 
important to begin to develop an alternative narrative, which requires in-depth 
exploration as well as enough information to begin to create a picture of information that 
may reflect larger group experiences. Pietkiewicz and Smith (2012) stated that between 
six to eight participants in recommended to allow for accurate exploration of similarities 




 For this study, audio recorded semistructured interviews were used. The 
researcher developed the interview format to align with the purpose of the study. Alase 
(2017) recommended utilizing approximately two main questions and then eight 
subquestions that attempt to uncover what the researcher wants to explore, in this case the 
reentry experiences based upon systems interactions and intersectionality. I dressed in 
dark neutral clothing to provide as minimal researcher influence on the data collection 
process as possible. However, my personal appearance may have had a certain meaning 
to participants which may have impacted participants’ disclosure. To address this issue, I 
developed as much rapport as possible to assist in the collection of data. Additionally, for 
IPA the researcher is an individual who has their own lived experiences and who has 
assigned meaning to their own experiences, while also having access to participants’ 
experiences and attempting to discern how they made meaning based upon information 
given (Alase, 2017). This is important as it can play a role in the data analysis process as 
I needed to suspend their own bias to fully understand the participant’s experiences. 
I developed the open-ended interview questions based upon the purpose of the 
study, which was to explore the experiences of gang affiliated reentry individuals, guided 
by a review of the literature and the suggestions that arose from prior research. The 
questions explored overall experiences as well as looked at systems that may influence 
the individual and looked at how this may have impacted their interactions with others 
and how they made meaning of their worldview. Seabrook and Wyatt-Nichol (2016) and 
Windsong (2018) provided insight on how to incorporate intersectionality in a qualitative 
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interview and gave suggestions on how to develop qualitative research questions in 
general. I utilized the gaps that were found in the literature review and future research 
recommendations to guide the development. To establish sufficiency, I consulted with 
two other professionals to ensure that the interview questions were able to answer the 
research question.  
The following demographic information was explored during the initial part of the 
interview, in terms of how they view themselves as well as perceived identity by others 
(age, gender, race, gang affiliation) while other demographic information (criminal 
history, and past and current reentry services utilized) was used to allow for context for 
the exploration of these individual’s lived experiences. The semistructured questions 
were as follows: 
1. Please describe how you identify yourself (gender, race, gang membership)? 
a. How do you think others see you based on your appearance? 
b. How does this impact you? 
2. Please describe your reentry experiences 
a. What were your experiences with service providers? 
b. Please describe factors that you believe may be influencing this 
experience. 
c. How do you feel your appearance has impacted this? 
d. How would you describe providers responded to your being a part of a 
gang? 
i. What did this mean for you? 
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3. What are your goals for rehabilitation? 
a. What factors have been most helpful to keep you on track for your goal? 
b. What are your biggest barriers or risks for reoffending? 
i. How might you overcome this? 
c. How have these risks and supports shaped your experiences? 
d. How would you say your current or previous gang membership impacts 
risk? 
i. And what does this mean to you? 
4. How do you feel your overall appearance has impacted your reentry 
experiences? 
5. How about your gang membership and reentry experiences? 
6. What environmental systems (such as a person, agency, or changes in laws) 
have had the greatest influence on your reentry? 
a. How have these influenced you? 
b. Why do you think they have had that impact? 
c. How may your gang membership impact your interaction with these 
systems? 
i. And what did this mean for you? 
Procedures 
 Data collection. IPA attempts to explore the experiences of participants by 
collecting detailed amounts of data, in which the researcher should obtain as much 
information as possible (Alase, 2017). Additionally, the data collection process should be 
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participant centered, with a format that allows for questions but lets the participant share 
large quantities of information (Alase, 2017). Since data collection is a dynamic process, 
a researcher cannot be prepared for all possibilities (Alase, 2017), however preparations 
will be made to ensure a seamless data collection process. I conducted and recorded face-
to face semistructured interviews utilizing the questions previously developed and 
discussed.  
I have a background in conducting clinical interviews, which was of assistance 
during the data collection process, especially for establishing rapport, which is an 
essential part of IPA data collection that should not be overlooked (Alase, 2017I utilized 
an audio recording device as well as had a backup audio recording device to prevent 
technical difficulties from impacting the data collection process. Additionally, I found a 
room that ensured confidentiality while limiting distractions to ensure quality data was 
collected. This would normally be a room in one of the host agencies, however often 
these agencies are seen as a punitive reentry service provider, which could have impact 
participants comfort level (Alase, 2017). Additionally, it could have impacted 
participants confidentiality. Since this was the case a neutral public place was utilized, a 
conference room at the local library closest to the participant. The times of the interviews 
were agreed upon with the participants and worked around their schedules It was 
anticipated that interviews would last approximately1 hour however, I allowed several 
hours in between interviews to ensure that time did not impact data collection. While the 
researcher did not require a follow-up interview, had this been the case the researcher 
planned to contact the participant. The debriefing process described below was utilized 
84 
 
upon completion of the interview. Upon completion of the data collection I transcribed 
the data verbatim. 
 Debriefing. Upon termination of the interview, a debriefing occurred in which 
participants were told the overall purpose of the study as well as allowed time to process 
their experiences. There was the potential for the topic to trigger strong feelings, which 
the researcher addressed by providing a debrief sheet (See Appendix) that linked 
participants to supportive agencies. Had participants appear distressed during the 
interview, I would have stopped the interview and linked participant to a service provider 
for more intensive services. During the informed consent process, participants were 
informed of their option to terminate the interview midway, participants would have been 
reminded of this had they become distressed during the interview. It will consisted of 
reviewing the participants’ confidentiality and ensuring that any questions that may have 
come up during the interview process were answered. Participants were contacted for 
member checking and after the study if they were interested in receiving a summary of 
the results. 
Data Analysis Plan 
Data analysis in IPA is a fluid process which can be unique for each researcher 
and their research method, however there are some basic steps that all researchers must 
complete. The data analysis process allowed for the researcher to identify themes that 
emerged from the data, as opposed to having to utilize preexisting phenomenon which 
can add to the authenticity of the findings by allowing the data to guide the analysis 
(Alase, 2017). According to Storey (2007), the basic steps were familiarizing yourself 
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with the data, identifying themes, linking the themes, and organizing the data. Becoming 
familiar with the data involved the researcher reading the transcripts from the qualitative 
interviews several times (Storey, 2007). Through reading the data several times themes I 
begin to identify themes. It was important to also be sure to identify your own reactions 
to the data and take thorough notes of initial reactions and patterns (Storey, 2007). I then 
labeled the themes based upon what was reoccurring in the notes of the transcripts and 
analyzed the themes. Once the themes were identified I then reviewed the themes to look 
for reoccurring patterns among the data or connections between previous identified 
themes (Storey, 2007). The data were then organized by main themes, secondary themes, 
and then the data that supports these themes (Storey, 2007). 
Coding process. I coded by hand, as this method is in a stronger alignment with 
the participant guided data of IPA. While hand coding was time consuming, it also 
allowed for further exploration of the data. IPA utilized the coding process to identify 
themes that related to how individuals were interpreting and making meaning of their 
experiences by attempting to understand their background and exploring the data through 
the eyes of the participants (Alase, 2017). The IPA process allowed for the coding 
process to explore how participants have made meaning of their experiences. The coding 
process that I utilized is as follows: 
1. Transcription, verbatim typing of the data into a document that was then 
reviewed  
2. Familiarizing self with the data, the researcher suspended their own beliefs 
and bias to read the data as objectively as possible, as well as attempted to 
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truly immerse themselves into the experiences of the participant to understand 
their lived experiences, while reading the data with the purpose of 
understanding not coding (Alase, 2017). 
3. Read through the data for codes, looked for common phrases or words that 
were present in a participant’s data, to begin to break the data into smaller 
parts that can be understood by the researcher, this process was completed 
several times for accuracy and to condense the data (Alase, 2017; Storey, 
2007). 
4. Organize the codes into themes or patterns across the data (Alase, 2017; 
Storey, 2007). This consisted of organizing the data of participants into 
common themes and then placing those themes into connecting larger themes 
or clusters and then subthemes (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). These themes 
became apparent as they begin to reoccur on the theme side of the coding 
document (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). 
Issues of Trustworthiness 
 Qualitative data tends to be more subjective in nature, resulting in a higher 
possibility that different researchers will identify different themes (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 
2012). However, there are techniques that a researcher can employ to improve the 
trustworthiness of the data to increase credibility, dependability, transferability, and 
conformability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Credibility refers to the ability of the data to be 
believable and accurate (Lincoln & Gruba, 1985). One technique to increase credibility, 
prolonged exposure, involves rich exposure to the data based upon time spent with the 
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participant (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As I spent more time with the participants rapport is 
established, which results in larger amounts of information being obtained, which 
resulted in higher quality of data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). It also allowed for myself to 
fully learn about the group, and identify and explore any potential bias that may have 
come up during the process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Triangulation refers to utilizing 
multiple sources of data to increase the quality of data as it allows for exploration of 
multiple views of the phenomenon (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The use of multiple 
participants assisted the researcher in gaining multiple view points of the gang affiliated 
reentry population and their reentry experiences to fully explore the phenomenon. 
Member checking is a method of increasing credibility that consists of the participants 
reviewing the data collected by the researcher to ensure accuracy (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). Participants were provided with a interview summary to give them the opportunity 
to review and correct any misinterpretations that they may identify.  
Transferability relates to the ability of the findings to be held true across other 
contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommended obtaining rich 
descriptions so that the reader can determine the context of the research study. The large 
quantities of data obtained by this researcher assisted in increasing authenticity of the 
data (Alase, 2017). To assist in transferability, I provided rich data in Chapter 4, to allow 
the reader to immerse themselves in the experiences of gang affiliated reentry 
individuals.  
Dependability relates to the quality of the researcher’s methodology of the study, 
in relation to the data collection method and results (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I provided 
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in-depth descriptions of the participants and the data collection process to provide an 
accurate picture of the process of the study and the population to which the results can 
apply. Through working with the dissertation committee, I ensured that there was 
dependability in this study, as others had access to the procedures and data collection 
process. 
Similarly, confirmability relates to the accuracy of the researcher’s interpretation 
of the data (Lincoln & Gruba, 1985). To assist with this I explored any bias that may be 
influencing in the data collection as well as the analysis process to provide transparency 
to the research and make these possible influential factors viable to the audience. A 
reflective journal was used to help myself identify and process any potential bias that 
may come up during this process (Lincoln & Gruba, 1985). Additionally, I organized the 
data in a way that, if reviewed, would follow a clear pattern that represents that reported 
finding and analysis of the dissertation.  
Ethical Procedures 
 Prior to any recruitment or data collection, IRB approval was obtained to ensure 
that the study adheres to the highest ethical standards. The IRB approval number is 01-
23-19-0615816. I utilized the guidelines established by the APA to develop an ethical 
research plan. The compensation amount for participants was an appropriate reflection of 
time spent engaging in the research project without being a coercive factor for 
participation (APA, 2016). Informed consent was obtained and documented prior to 
conducting the study. It included consent to be recorded (APA, 2016). To protect 
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participants, APA (2016) required that research protect the confidentiality of the 
participants.  
To ensure confidentiality I did not identify participants by name but by number. 
Additionally, the recordings were destroyed upon completion of accurate transcription 
(Alase, 2017). The transcripts were kept in a locked file and there was only be a 
handwritten key that connects the participants to their pseudoidentity, so that only the 
researcher was able to identify participants (APA, 2016). These documents will be 
destroyed after 5 years, to adhere to APA (2016) guidelines for record keeping. Utilizing 
multiple recruiting areas also helped to ensure confidentiality as it widened the potential 
participant pool. The wide net of participants ensured that participants were unable to be 
identified through quotes in the dissertation text. Debriefing occurred as accordance to 
APA (2016) standards, as discussed in previous sections. 
Summary 
The methodology of the current study was discussed in a manner to allow for 
transparency and replication. Since the purpose of the study was to explore the reentry 
experiences of gang affiliated reentry individuals, an IPA method was chosen to allow 
myself to develop an in-depth understanding of the participants’ experiences and how 
they make meaning of those experiences. To do this I explored, acknowledged, and set 
aside their own bias. The sampling method was purposeful to reflect the population of 
interest and participants were all be gang affiliated and met inclusion criteria. The data 
was recorded and transcribed so that I could then code and analysis the data using IPA 
fundamentals. Issues of trustworthiness were discussed and addressed while ethical 
90 
 
considerations were employed to ensure the highest standards of research were upheld. In 
the next chapter I will review the implementation of the methods previously discussed in 




Chapter 4: Results 
Introduction 
 Recidivism is a multifaceted social problem, with high direct and indirect costs to 
society (DeHart, Shapiro, & Clone, 2018; Ritzer, 2004). Risk factors for recidivism are 
dynamic and include childhood, personal, and environmental influences (Tarpey & 
Friend, 2016; Tyler & Brockmann, 2017; Ward & Fortune, 2016). The recidivism rate is 
about two thirds within the first 3 years of reentry (National Institute of Justice, 2014); 
however, if a reentry individual is gang affiliated it increases their risk of recidivism by 
6% (Dooley et al., 2014). When an individual is gang affiliated, they often face additional 
barriers to reentry such as accessing resources and increased stigma (Dooley et al., 2014; 
Peterson & Panfil, 2017). There is a gap in the literature in relation to gang affiliated 
reentry individuals; consequently, the purpose of the study was to explore the reentry 
experiences of gang affiliated reentry individuals. In this study, I applied an 
intersectionality and systems theory framework to explore the lived experiences of gang 
affiliated reentry individuals. The research question was: How does a gang affiliated 
identity shape reentry individuals’ interactions with reentry organizations? 
 In this chapter, I will review the current study by discussing the setting and 
participant demographics. Additionally, the data collection and analysis methods will be 





 The interviews took place in a medium-sized, urban city in California. The 
specific location of the interviews was in a private room at a local library, as agreed upon 
as an appropriate place between me and the participants. There were no interruptions in 
four of the five interviews; however, in the third interview, someone opened the door to 
the interview room and then shut it as soon as they saw people were in there. This 
interruption did not seem to have any major impact on the interview dynamics. I did not 
have any current or previous affiliation with any participants or locations where 
recruitment and interviews took place. Additionally, there were no known external 
factors that may have been influenced or impacted the participants at the time of the 
interview. The incentive to participate, a $10-dollar McDonalds gift card, was not large 
enough to be an influencing factor for the participants because it is close to minimum 
wage pay for 1 hour of time. 
Demographics 
 A total of five individuals participated in the study. All were over the age of 18 
years old and identified as ethnic minorities (i.e., Latino and African American). 
Participants were both male and female and lived in California. All participants were 
currently or previously gang affiliated, had been incarcerated more than once, and spent 
at least a consecutive year incarcerated. Due to the small sample size, I will not provide 




 Once I obtained informed consent from the five participants, I conducted 
semistructured interviews with them and audio recorded their responses to questions I 
had developed. The interviews lasted an average of 35 minutes, although they were 
scheduled for an hour. In general, the gang affiliated population tends to speak very 
directly and to be content focused over feelings focused. It is not uncommon to have very 
short answers and guarded responses, even when these populations are comfortable with 
the person they are speaking to; this is partially due to the nature of the behavior that they 
engage in and conditioned responses to protect themselves from negative ramifications of 
the behavior (Goldman et al., 2014). This population also tends to have more of a 
content-focused communication style, compared to process style (Goldman et al., 2014). 
Additionally, there is often a lack of insight or deflection in relation to feelings (Goldman 
et al., 2014).  
Responses to many of the “what did this mean to you” questions I asked were 
comprised of more content-focused storytelling rather than a discussion of their own 
feelings. As I stated earlier, this was to be expected from this population. So, while not 
having much content in relation to meanings made from their experiences, the data are 
still reflective of the gang affiliated reentry experiences in the context that the 
participants placed them into. Although the interviews were shorter then I planned for, it 
does not appear that there was a lack of content, and I assumed that had there been more 
participants, the interview pattern would have continued in this manner. This lack of 
participant insight into how they made meaning of their experiences (see Goldman et al, 
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2014) is in itself something that was further learned about this population in the current 
study. This outcome is further discussed in the limitations section of Chapter 5. There 
were no variations to the data collection process as described in Chapter 3, and no 
unusual circumstances arose during the process.  
Data Analysis 
 The data collected from the five participants appeared to reach saturation. When 
analyzing the data, I followed IPA guidelines as discussed in Chapter 3. Initially, I 
transcribed the audio recordings into transcripts and then printed them out. Next, I read 
the transcripts individually several times in order to familiarize myself with the data (see 
Alase, 2017). During this process, I used a reflective journal to be sure that my bias and 
beliefs were not influencing my experience of understanding the participants’ lived 
experiences. The transcripts were then read individually with the purpose of beginning to 
establish codes (see Alase, 2017). I utilized colored pens to represent different codes, 
using codes from the first reading to start the process. Next, each data set was read and 
underlined with different colors to reflect the codes. This process was done several times; 
since the transcription was read multiple times, codes were sometimes relabeled to reflect 
emerging themes (see Alase, 2017).  
Once each individual data set was coded and then examined for themes, I then 
made a chart to organize the themes across the data sets (see Alase, 2017). This was 
accomplish by writing the themes down and checking for similarities and differences 
between the data sets. The data produced three themes and eight subthemes. The themes 
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are displayed in Table 1. The main themes were present in all the participants’ data sets, 
while subthemes were present in at least three data sets.  
Table 1 
Themes and Subthemes 
Negative experiences in relation to 
interactions with others based on 
gang-identity 
Influence of gang-identity on reentry 
location 
Appreciation of support received 
despite gang-affiliation 
Stigma of a gang identity 
Lack of agency support 
Differential treatment based on gang-
identity 
Relocation 
Avoiding gang influence 
Feelings of pressure and loyalty to 
the gang preventing positive change 
Unconditional support 
Positive agency interactions 
Evidence of Trustworthiness 
 To provide evidence of trustworthiness, I established the credibility, 
transferability, dependability, and confirmability of the findings. I utilized several 
methods to ensure credibility. One method, identified by Lincoln and Guba (1985), was 
prolonged exposure. I spent time establishing rapport with the participants in order to 
gain rich data sets to better understand this population. Additionally, triangulation was 
used to establish credibility in this study by ensuring multiple sources were used until 
saturation was reached (see Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I used member checking to ensure 
the accuracy of the data by providing the participants with a brief verbal summary of the 
interviews once they had concluded. Summarizing the interview with the participants 
after data collection provided them with the opportunity to clear up any misconceptions 
that may have occurred during the data collection. Member checking allowed the 
participants to check for accuracy and that the data reflected the message they were 
attempting to convey to the me (see Lincoln & Guba, 1985).   
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 I obtained rich, thick data through the semistructured interviews of participants. 
To establish transferability, Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that the researcher should 
display as much data as necessary so that readers can make their connections to the 
themes from the data. In the results section of this chapter, I will use direct quotes to 
provide readers with access to the data so that they can examine it themselves.    
 The detailed methods section in Chapter 3 helped to establish dependability of the 
methodology used in this study for the reader. This ensures that someone can review the 
data collection methods to ensure that they were done in an appropriate manner (Lincoln 
& Guba, 1985). I also strengthened the dependability of this study by working with the 
dissertation committee because they were able to ensure that the methods were held to 
appropriate standards.  
 Lastly, I established conformability of this study. Throughout the data collection 
process, I used a reflective journal to explore automatic thoughts and reactions to ensure 
inherent bias did not influence the study (see Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The data were also 
organized and stored in a way that it can be accessed and reviewed to see the process I 
used to collect and analyze the data if audited (see Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
Results 
The purpose of the study was to explore the reentry experiences of gang affiliated 
reentry individuals. I conducted audio recorded, semistructured interviews with five 
participants, lasting an average of 35 minutes. I designed the interview questions to 
answer the following research question: How does a gang affiliated identity shape reentry 
individuals’ interactions with reentry organizations? Upon completion of the interviews 
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and the coding, data analysis revealed three major themes: negative experiences in 
relation to interactions with others based on gang identity, influence of gang identity on 
reentry location, and appreciation of support received despite gang affiliation. These 
themes were present in all the data sets in some way, while there were some additional 
information present in interviews that did not present as a theme, there were no major 
discrepancies present in the data sets. It is also important to note that while there may be 
more of a focus on content in the themes as opposed to experiences and meanings, this is 
standard for the population being studied as was previously discussed in the data analysis 
section of Chapter 5. The information gathered adds to the current literature because it 
allows the gang affiliated reentry individuals voice to have a space in current literature 
and brings unique factors related to gang identity on reentry into the discussion.  
Theme 1: Negative Experiences in Relation to Interactions with Others Based on 
Gang Identity 
 One theme that prevailed throughout all the interviews was participants reporting 
negative experiences interacting with reentry service providers, which was attributed to 
their appearance as a gang member and the service providers’ preconceived bias towards 
them based upon how they viewed the population. People often attribute a certain style of 
dressing; certain tattoos; language; and nonverbal cues, such as stance, as a way to 
identify gang members (Bergen-Cico et al., 2014). Within this theme, I identified three 
subthemes of stigma of a gang identity, lack of agency support, and differential treatment 
based on gang identity.  
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 Subtheme 1.1: Stigma of a gang identity. All five participants reported 
experiencing stigma based upon their gang identity as part of their reentry experiences. 
P1 described stigma for gang reentry individuals as a whole, “They don’t look at us as 
people or at our background experiences or successes. It is once a criminal always a 
criminal.” P4 also described stigma as a group experience based upon perceived 
appearance as a gang member, “They can look at us and they’ve been at their jobs for a 
long time, just one look and they can tell if we are just a convict, a gang banger, or 
someone really dangerous.”  
Meanwhile P2, P3, and P5 all described stigma on a more personal level. P2 
described how being perceived as a gang member resulted in service providers’ 
preconceptions, “They don’t understand they think they know everything about you 
without even knowing you.” P3 described similar experiences of stigma based upon 
appearance related to gang membership, “It’s like they didn’t believe in me, didn’t think I 
was good for anything and not gonna change. They would look at me sideways. If 
something bad happened to me they didn’t believe it.” P3 took a more personal approach 
in describing their interactions with agency employees based upon their gang appearance, 
“My PO [probation officer] always expected me to fail, they would be planning for my 
failure not helping me. Trying to catch me slipping up.” 
P5 reported being aware of the stigma related to looking like a gang member and 
attempting to change their appearance to avoid it, “I make sure I dress to hide my tats for 
things that are important to me now, like at my job. People will see them and be like 
woah I can’t even image you in that way.” 
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 Subtheme 1.2: Lack of agency support. All five of the participants reported that 
there was a lack of agency support available for gang affiliated reentry individuals, often 
due to lack of resources and a lack of understanding of the unique needs of this 
population, and a lack of ability to engage them in services. Per P4, “there is no 
government system out there that has any type of positive supports for any type of gang 
members, they can say they have this program, that program, they really don’t.” P1 
stated, “the services they offer don’t all address the needs of these people [gang 
members]. They need to know how hard it is to get out of the gang.” P2 and P3 also 
supported this in relation to a lack of understanding the unique need of gang affiliated 
reentry individuals: “you talk to someone but they don’t always seem like they know how 
to help” and “Sometimes someone wants to help but they aren’t always cool, don’t really 
understand.” P4 reported, “I don’t think there is very much help out there in the system 
for inmates in that type of area [related to gang member reentry]. They got the normal 
stuff, education but I think that is just because they have to have that in there other than 
that they don’t go out of their way to help you.” P5 described similar experiences: “You 
face a lot of barriers, there isn’t a lot of support available for us [referring to gang 
members]. Often we don’t qualify for supportive services in one way or another.” P4 also 
reported a lack of support from probation officers based upon their bias towards gang 
members: “Sometimes that’s not the case and you get a parole officer that won’t help and 
won’t do nothing just send you on your way.”  
 Subtheme 1.3: Differential treatment based on gang identity. The subtheme of 
discrimination based upon appearing to be a gang member was also present in all five of 
100 
 
the participant interviews. P1, P2, P3, and P4 all described discrimination as a risk factor 
for further justice system involvement. P1 described being labeled and treated as a gang 
member in the community or origin. P1 stated, “The people know you, the police know 
you so you can’t go to the grocery store without being noticed.” P3 reported similar 
experiences of being treated unfairly based on looking like a gang member, “like police 
look at you funny like you’re guilty, your PO, the courts everyone just thinks they know 
you based on who they think you are.” P2 described experiences of discrimination from 
social systems related to appearing to look like a gang member: “But people look at you 
and don’t want to give a n*gga like me a job… They run background and credit checks to 
disqualify people like us.” P4 explained how their appearance impacted their interactions 
with support agencies: 
“Honestly, if I didn’t look like a gang banger I probably would’ve gotten a lot 
more help… People would look at my record, my crime itself … and they would 
deny me housing, deny me everything….I was getting denied housing, all the 
stuff to get out of prison and make a better life for myself and my kids.” 
P1, P3, P4, and P5 described discrimination on a more personal level. As P1 
expressed how their appearance resulted in others viewing them a certain way. P1 stated, 
“No one thinks I’m in college they always look so surprised when I tell them.” P3 and P4 
described feeling discriminated against based on their appearing to look like a gang 
member: “People underestimate me, look at me a type of way, only see that part of me, 
treat me differently” and “I don’t understand how much more it will take for me to show 
people who I am, it shouldn’t be my appearance, the way I look is nothing to do with who 
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I am.” P5 stated, “Once people think they know how you are they treat you a certain way, 
based upon their beliefs of who you are and not you as a person.” 
Theme 2: Influence of Gang identity on Reentry Location 
 Another theme present in all interviews was the impact that their gang identity 
had on their reentry into locations where this gang identity was already known. The gang 
identity was reported to dampen desire for change based upon the gang culture influence. 
When a gang member reentered into an environment where they were previously labeled 
as a gang member it significantly increased chances of recidivism. This was based upon 
the label following them in their interactions with that community and having to respond 
to others acting like they were gang affiliated with the role of being a gang member. The 
subthemes identified were: relocation, avoiding gang influence, and feelings of pressure 
and loyalty to the gang preventing positive change. 
 Subtheme 2.1: Relocation. The theme of location came up in all five of the 
participants interviews. Some participants discussed how their gang identity required 
them to relocate in order to establish a new identity and avoid gang influence, while 
others described struggles with returning into an environment where there is gang activity 
where they were already identified as a gang member. P1, P4, and P5 described the need 
to relocate for positive changes. P1 described how their gang-identity was so strong that 
they needed to relocate to be able to successfully remove themselves from the gang. P1 
stated, “Moving… without that move I don’t think I would’ve been successful.” P4 
described the need for gang affiliated individuals to have support in relocation: “if they 
really want people to get out of the system, out of that gang environment they need to get 
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them out of the places they live in, how about buying them a plane ticket somewhere 
else.” P5 also needed to relocate in order to avoid gang influence based upon their prior 
established gang identity: “I couldn’t stay in the old neighborhood if I wanted to change.” 
P2 and P3 more described the impact that their location had on their continued 
gang involvement. P4 described the difficulty in changing if you reenter into the same 
location where you were engaging in the gang lifestyle:  
“that is what they are gonna need to do, relocate. You can’t be in a gang and say 
I’m out and stay in the same city, it just don’t work that way. You got tats or 
people that know you then you’re in [regarding gang membership appearance].”  
P2 also described environmental issues with their reentry location based upon their gang-
identity; “I couldn’t always stay there, the hood wasn’t right… f*cking Mexicans they 
won’t leave me alone, like walking from the car to my crib and they all staring like they 
want to jump me.” Meanwhile P3 also referred to their gang identity preventing them 
from leaving a gang while staying in the same location: “It’s not like I can just leave, I 
have my people and loyalties.” 
 Subtheme 2.2: Avoiding gang influence. The subtheme of avoiding gang 
influence in order to make and maintain positive changes upon reentry was discussed in 
three participants’ interviews. P5 described the need to avoid their old gang members to 
not succumb to temptations: “People still know me, I can still go into the old 
neighborhoods but choose not to. It’s better for me that way.” P4 had a similar statement 
related to needing to avoid areas where their gang identity may have meaning: “I stay out 
the way what is the point of going out there and doing things I don’t need to do, I don’t 
103 
 
want to end up in the system with the same bums I’m trying to avoid.” P1 described the 
need for gang-members reentering into society to avoid the negative influence of gangs: 
“you can’t be around negative people and expect to change [describing other gang 
members impact on engaging in criminal behavior].” 
 Subtheme 2.3: Feelings of pressure and loyalty to the gang preventing 
positive change. A total of four participants discussed deviant behavior as part of 
showing loyalty and commitment to their gang identities (when active as gang members) 
as barriers to reentry. P1 described their experiences of being in a gang and how it 
increased chances of recidivism: “I was in and out of jail when I was younger, running a 
gang, everyone knew me.” P4 described deviant behavior as part of the gang lifestyle. 
According to P4 criminal behavior was an unavoidable part of gang membership, which 
impacted reentry experiences: “running the streets doing stuff I don’t need to do. That is 
the main issue when you are out in the streets and need to be a part of the streets, that’s 
when you become the streets.” P2 and P3 both described their loyalties to their gangs and 
the deviant behaviors that go along with them as unavoidable norms to the lifestyle. “I 
have my n*ggas and we got our shit to do” and “There are people who have my back, but 
I sometimes wonder if they want what’s best for me.” P4 also described the strong impact 
being in a gang had on deviant behavior and increased chance of criminal behavior with 
reentry: “Well during the time that I was gang banging and stuff like that yeah it made 
me want to bang more.” P1 described gang membership as not being a good influence on 
the individual: “the gangs don’t want what is best for you but for themselves.”  
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Peer pressure was described in four of the participants interviews, in which gang 
membership serves as an influencing factor for the members’ criminal behavior. P1 
stated, “It shaped my attitude when I was a boy, like no one could tell me nothing I 
thought I knew it,” while P3 stated, “There are always people telling me different things 
in my ear.” P3 also addressed that gang pressure in relation to making positive changes: 
“It is hard when there are people in your life pulling you in other ways and test your 
loyalties.” As did P4, “Your boys could always say to come back here, come kick it, 
come do this.” P5 added to this when they stated: “Being a part of a gang they expect 
certain things from you, there is direct and indirect pressure to continue down that path. If 
you have family in the gang that pressure starts at a young age.” 
Theme 3: Appreciation of Support Received Despite Gang-Affiliation 
 Four out of the five participants described feelings of gratitude in relation to help, 
even noting that some positive supports were able to overlook the gang identity and see 
them as individuals with unique strengths. They described these positive supports as 
major reentry supports despite their gang-affiliation. The subthemes were: unconditional 
support and positive agency interactions. 
 Subtheme 3.1: Unconditional support. P4 received family support in finding 
place to stay and receiving support despite their gang membership:  
“Like I said support, when you have help and you’re about to reach the end and 
start doing stuff you aren’t supposed to do and someone reaches out a hand you 
are going to reach out and grab it regardless… reach out to my family members so 
that I had a place to go.”  
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P1 discussed the need for positive supports in relation to leaving gang membership 
behind: “you need supportive people around you.” P5 also reported, “If you have 
supportive people in your life, for me I had support from a cousin, it is easier to make 
those kinds of changes [describing leaving gang membership and criminal behavior 
behind].” P4 adds to the family support subtheme in overcoming influence of gang 
membership on deviant behavior: “So yeah it would have been harder without help from 
my aunt and my uncle… weren’t gang bangers they weren’t having me out in the streets 
selling drugs, nothing like that.” 
 Subtheme 3.2: Positive agency interactions. P1 and P4 focused on an agency as 
a whole. P1 stated: 
“I got connected with [agency]… They had a great program that I was able to get 
into and without them it would’ve been harder…also gave me a job…they had a 
program in [location] and that helped me to get out of the old area with a place to 
stay.” 
P4 stated, “I think the parole officers’ sort of already know that their job is to be stern and 
hard on us but also to be encouraging of our needs [referring to gang member needs].” 
Meanwhile P2 described a person within an agency who helped them when others did not 
based upon their gang affiliation: “this one worker was cool they helped.” 
Summary 
 In conclusion, the purpose of the study was to explore the reentry experiences of 
gang affiliated individuals and to answer the following research question: How does a 
gang affiliated identity shape reentry individuals’ interactions with reentry organizations? 
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The sample consisted of five participants, all adults of ethnic minorities, who were 
currently or previously gang affiliated, had been incarcerated multiple times, and spent at 
least a consecutive year behind bars. The data analysis resulted in identified 3 themes and 
8 subthemes. The major themes were: negative experiences in relation to interactions 
with others based on gang identity, influence of gang identity on reentry location, and 
appreciation of support received despite gang affiliation. Following this will be Chapter 
5, in which I will discuss the results further. This includes interpreting the results, the 
strengths and limitations of the current study, implications for social change, 
recommendations, and conclusions.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to explore the reentry experiences of gang affiliated 
reentry individuals. Recidivism occurs in approximately two thirds of reentry individuals 
(National Institute of Justice, 2014), with gang affiliation increasing that rate by 6% 
(Dooley et al., 2014). There is a gap in the literature in relation to how having a gang 
affiliation impacts reentry experiences. In this study, I used an IPA approach to explore 
the reentry experiences of five participants to gain an understanding of their experiences 
with reentry organizations. I conducted semistructured interviews with the participants to 
answer the following research question: How does a gang affiliated identity shape reentry 
individuals’ interactions with reentry organizations? 
The results yielded three themes: negative experiences in relation to interactions 
with others based on gang identity, influence of gang identity on reentry location, and 
appreciation of support received despite gang affiliation. Eight subthemes developed 
from those themes: stigma of a gang identity, lack of agency support, differential 
treatment based on gang identity, relocation, avoiding gang influence, feelings of 
pressure and loyalty to the gang preventing positive change, unconditional support, and 
positive agency interactions. In the following chapter I will begin to interpret and apply 
the results toward future research and positive social change.  
Interpretation of the Findings 
 In this study, I identified three main themes in relation to how a gang identity 
impacts interactions with reentry service providers. In the following subsections, these 
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themes will be further explored in relation to the literature to discuss the meanings that 
may be interpreted from the results. These themes begin to fill the gap in the literature 
concerning how gang membership impacts reentry.  
Negative Experiences in Relation to Interactions with Others Based on Gang 
Identity 
Researchers have often been reported that reentry individuals experience 
discrimination based upon their appearance or criminal history (Bender et al., 2016; 
Goldman et al., 2014; Tyler & Brockermann, 2017). The findings of this study concurred 
with this as all participants reported having negative interactions based upon their 
appearance or circumstances. Participants described these negative interactions with 
others resulting from the identity of a reentry individual or a minority in general. 
However, they also reported times when they felt the judgment stemmed directly from 
their gang affiliation. Stigma and discrimination are often reported by reentry individuals; 
however, there is not much focus in the literature on how a gang affiliation adds to these 
negative interactions with others.  
The findings of this study add to the literature by exploring how the gang identity 
of the participants impacts these interactions. One participant described difficulty staying 
in a neighborhood where community agencies had already labeled them a gang member 
and treated them in a manner that they felt was unfair. Other participants described how 
they felt their appearance, specifically related to appearing to look like a gang member, 
impacted their ability to obtain employment. This stigma in relation to a gang identity 
was experienced on several levels of interaction in their communities (Tyler & 
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Brockermann, 2017). Participants described having agencies who help provide supports 
in regard to meeting basic needs, as treating them differently and not understanding their 
needs. However, they also reported experiencing these stigmatic interactions based on 
others’ responses to their gang identity. Bender et al. (2016) stated that stigma is often 
experienced by reentry individuals. The results of this study indicated that having a gang 
affiliation may result in higher levels of negative interactions with others than the average 
reentry individual.  
Influence of Gang Identity on Reentry Location 
Association with antisocial peer groups can increase risk of reoffending (Chalas 
& Grekul, 2017). The findings in this study suggest that having a gang affiliation can 
increase reentry individuals’ interactions with deviant peers. Participants reported that 
being involved with a gang placed pressure on them to return to previous lifestyles 
choices, such as engaging in criminal behavior, and there was a focus on a need to avoid 
these influences to facilitate positive change. This result built upon the findings in other 
studies in relation to why individuals join gangs and the pressure dynamic that gangs 
utilize to keep members active (see Chalas & Grekul, 2017). In this study, I found that 
the influence of gang membership on reentry, specifically as it impacted positive and 
negative supports, was a major factor in the reentry experiences of gang affiliated reentry 
individuals. Gang influence was a risk for reoffending due to the pressures of engaging in 
certain behaviors that are expected from that population.  
An important theme that does not appear much in literature regarding gang 
affiliated reentry individuals is the impact that the location has on recidivism. 
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Researchers have found that gang membership increases risk of recidivism by 6% 
(Dooley et al., 2014). However, the reasons for why are unknown. Environmental factors, 
such as reentering into a community with high gang involvement and crime rates, have 
also been found to increase risk of recidivism (Baglivio et al., 2017). Participants 
described being in a neighborhood where they were already labeled and identified as a 
gang member by justice system affiliates as well as other gang members as barriers to 
successful reentry. Being labeled as a gang member placed these participants under 
increased scrutiny from agencies such as law enforcement and probation and/or parole 
officers. This increased level of monitoring is likely to increase chances of recidivism. 
Their gang identity also impacts how other gang members, from their own gang and rival 
gangs, interacted with participants. For example, participants were impacted in relation to 
where they were able to stay based upon this identity. 
 Several participants also reported that relocation was a helpful step in successful 
reentry in relation to no longer engaging with deviant peers and behaviors. This was due 
to helping to avoid any pressures that may be put in place by the gang but also to avoid 
the above-mentioned issues in relation to trying to make positive changes in an 
environment where others are interacting with you based upon their identity. While 
several participants discussed how they were able to relocate and how this helped them, it 
was also viewed as a way for the population to be successful. One participant even 




Appreciation of Support Received Despite Gang Affiliation 
Researchers have suggested that interacting with prosocial supports can reduce 
chances of recidivism (Berg & Cobbina, 2017). The findings of this study supported this 
suggestion in that having positive supports, such as family or agency support, was 
reported to be helpful in facilitating positive changes. Participants described needing and 
benefiting from positive supports who were able to treat them respectfully and to see 
them on a broader scale and as more than just a gang member.  
For the participants, positive supports were stepping stones to meeting their basic 
needs. Researchers have found that a major aspect of positive reintegration into society is 
having basic needs met (Tarpey & Friend, 2016). These supports helped participants with 
needs such as employment and housing. Due to the increased barriers that gang members 
face in relation to meeting these needs, their need for support is evident. It is also likely 
that being treated in a positive manner, when so many other interactions were negative, 
may help to begin to facilitate positive change (Hlavaka et al., 2015). For example, while 
some agencies were seen as unhelpful or interacting negatively, there appeared to be 
some positive individuals within those systems. Additionally, agencies that directly 
targeted the gang affiliated population were seen as positive supports by participants. It is 
likely that these agencies are more equipped to work with this population.  
Intersectionality 
 Intersectionality refers to the way that a person’s multiple identities interact to 
create a person’s experience with oppression (Moradi, 2017). Each participant came into 
the study with different identities that impacted and shaped their experiences. Some of 
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these identities were also ascribed to them based upon their appearance, such as gender, 
race, age, and gang affiliation. The participants were all ethnic minorities; therefore, this 
identity intersected with gang identity in terms of their experiences. Participants reported 
being treated unfairly and having difficulty accessing services based upon the 
intersectionality of their gang affiliation with their other identities (i.e., gender and 
ethnicity). These findings support those of Wesely and Miller (2018) who reported that 
the intersection of different identities impacts individuals’ interactions within the justice 
system. The results also support including gang affiliation as an identity label that 
interacts with other identities and results in experiences of stigma and discrimination.  
Being labeled as a gang member appeared to increase the participants’ number of 
negative interactions with others and increase barriers to receiving supportive services. 
Based upon an intersectionality framework, having a gang affiliation places a person 
even lower in their social location then the same individual without the gang identity. 
This is because intersectionality views how different stigmatic identities interact to shape 
the person’s overall identity and the social location of oppression that goes along with it 
(Moradi, 2017). Adding an extra stigmatic identity that will interact with other identities 
shaped the participants’ experiences with others. This is also something that can continue 
once the person no longer identifies as a gang member. If they continue to be labeled as a 
gang member by society due to their appearance reflecting society’s idea of how a gang 
member looks, they continue to experience the negative interactions and differential 
treatment (Datachi et al. 2016). Participants expressed anger when they described this 
differential treatment. This can impact how these individuals interact with others in 
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relation to these negative interactions, such as acting hostile toward the workers or being 
difficult to engage with. This behavior adds to the preconceived negative bias that 
providers may have, reinforcing the stereotype of ethnic minorities and gang members, 
which is then applied to others with a similar appearance (Grossi, 2017; Harris, 2017). 
The gang identity then intersects with the other identities, resulting in higher levels of 
discrimination. A mutual feedback cycle of reinforcing stereotyping and discrimination 
often develops, adding to the low social location of gang affiliated reentry individuals.  
 A system of mutual negative feedback plays a major role in relation to recidivism 
as it can impact how social systems, such as the justice system or agencies that help meet 
basic needs, treat these individuals in a negative manner, which can add to the barriers of 
successful reentry for these individuals (Datachi et al., 2016). Using intersectionality as a 
lens through which to view the reentry experiences of these individuals sheds light onto 
how individuals’ identities shape their interaction with others. Their identities create a 
risk of recidivism by placing them in a certain light by justice system individuals (i.e., 
law enforcement, courts, probation officers, etc.) where they are at risk of increased 
scrutiny. Their identities also result in bias and judgment from service providers, creating 
an additional barrier to resources. Acknowledging and understanding the role of 
intersecting identities as they relate to reentry services is the first step in facilitating 
positive social change.  
Ecological Systems Theory 
 The theme of influence of gang identity on reentry location can be viewed 
through systems theory, which is based upon the belief that the environment influences 
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individuals on many levels shaping their circumstances (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). Viewing 
reentry experiences, starting in the microsystem, or immediate and direct influencing 
system, allows a view of who provides the most influence on behavior (Bronfenbrenner, 
1977). Once a person becomes a member of a gang, gang members make up their 
microsystem. Gang members were found to have a negative impact on prosocial behavior 
by providing reentry individuals with pressure to engage in deviant behaviors and 
reinforcing criminal thought patterns (Goldman et al., 2014). This evidence aligns with 
the findings of this study related to the impact of gang influence on reentry as an inhibitor 
toward positive change 
While gang membership creates an influence for deviance, having positive 
supports in the environment where the individual reenters, both family and agency, was 
reportedly an important factor in facilitating positive change in this study. Participants 
reported that without these positive supports, they may not have been as successful in 
their reentry. Bronfenbrenner (1977) described the mesosystem as the way in which 
different smaller systems interact. This can include the impact that participants in the 
current study had with both positive and negative supports. In relation to the mesosystem, 
the results suggest that returning to an environment that has high levels of gang 
involvement, especially when an individual is already labeled as a gang member by the 
others in that location, influences their reentry experience. Through a systems lens, gang 
members are influenced by the positive and negative influences such as pressure to 
engage in criminal behavior from gang members combined with a desire for positive 
changes from family members. The resources available through other social systems are 
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also influenced by other available services, such as availability of jobs (Tarpey & Friend, 
2016). Participants described difficulty in making positive changes in an environment 
that reinforces and traps individuals into deviant lifestyle activities. When people reenter 
into a neighborhood with high crime rates and limited resources, they are quicker to 
reoffend (Baglivio et al., 2017). This is what Bronfenbrenner (1977) described as the 
exosystem, the broader neighborhood influence. The data highlighted the impact of the 
interaction of the larger environment on gang affiliated reentry individuals because they 
had systematic barriers preventing them from change. Relocation was identified as an 
avenue to remove themselves from this environment to begin making positive changes.  
Limitations to the Study 
 As with any study, the current study was not without limitations. Qualitative 
studies tend to not be as generalizable as quantitative studies (Creswell, 2014). This held 
true for this study. Given the small sample size of five participants this study cannot be 
generalized other than for that of gang affiliated individuals within a certain area of 
California. The small sample size was partially due to IPA methodology recommending a 
small sample sizes, as well as gang members’ content-focused communication styles 
resulting in a quick level of saturation. The participants were reporting similar themes 
and experiences and may have had challenges with insight into how this made them feel. 
It is normal for the gang affiliated population to have limited discussion of feelings, 
guarded communication style, and focus on content in discussion (Goldman et al., 2014). 
The homogenous sample size assisted the researcher in capturing the lived experiences of 
the above mentioned population (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012).  
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 Another limitation to this study was potential sampling bias. There is a possibility 
that the participants who participated may have had more insight or stronger reactions to 
reentry experiences that they wanted to share, compared to those who chose not to 
participate. The individuals who participated may have had other unknown factors that 
resulted in them choosing to participate in the study, factors that are not present in other 
gang affiliated individuals. For example, they may have possessed a stronger 
commitment to positive change then their peers. Additionally, based on the sample, their 
reentry experiences may be different then participants in different regions, as the 
resources and overall legal system subculture can be different based upon location.  
 My own intersectionality and experiences may have had an impact on the study. 
IPA involves the researcher exploring their own reactions, suspending bias, and 
attempting to place themselves in the participants own experiences (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 
2012). My appearance may have had an influence on participants given that I do not 
appear to be of similar ethnic groups as the participants. However, during the interviews 
there appeared to be enough rapport built to overcome this potential barrier. Still it should 
be noted that a different researcher may have gotten slightly different results based upon 
their own appearance and experiences.  
I utilized a reflective journal and stayed on the track of the semi structured 
interview to avoid any bias in the data collection and analysis. I was aware of my own 
bias regarding differential treatment and discrimination for this population and my own 
empathy in relation to the reentry struggles of this population. However, it is always 
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possible that the participants may have picked up on this empathy during the interviews, 
leading them to disclose certain information. 
 The population in general tends to follow a cultural trend of being guarded, 
mistrustful of authority figures, and of not speaking much about their deviant behaviors 
especially in relation to new systems and people (Chalas & Grekul, 2017; Goldman et al., 
2014). This overall trait may have reduced the amount of data that I received by 
compared to someone who may have a more direct or indirect relationship with this 
specific population. For example, an individual with whom participants are more familiar 
with may allow for more process-focused content. It also may have been better explored 
through alternative qualitative methods that does not require as much of a process-based 
focus in data analysis. A quantitative data collection method may also have allowed for 
more data as it could have increased access to quantity of participants. However, the 
information obtained from this research study began to address the current gap in the 
literature.  
Recommendations 
 One recommendation for future research would to be to follow up on the theme of 
influence of gang-identity on reentry location, focusing on the relocation aspect that was 
identified in the current study, in a more focused qualitative study. By further exploring 
the connection of perceived gang identity, the interactions with agencies, and how it 
impacts recidivism it will assist to strengthen the academic literature in relation to this 
and set the stage for positive social change. A stronger foundation in literature justifying 
the need for interventions and services to consider the impact that reentry location has on 
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gang affiliated individuals can assist in these agencies making changes to address this 
need. On a broader scale, it can impact reentry policy by justifying a need to relocate. For 
example, making it easier to switch probation locations.  
Another possibility for future research would to be to explore if there were 
differences in experiences between male and female gang members. While the current 
study had male and female participants, it did not look at any differences between 
genders. However, research suggest that the experiences of female gang members are 
different than those of male gang members (Peterson & Panfil, 2017), therefore, it may 
also be the same for reentry experiences.  
One way to potentially strengthen future research would be to have several 
different researchers who are of a similar culture and background to the participants 
conduct further research. This may add to the current study’s findings as it could create a 
different automatic response in the participants’, increase the participants’ responses, and 
have researchers with different lived experiences interpreting the data. It would also 
expand on the current study by adding more depth to the understanding of the reentry 
experiences of gang affiliated reentry individuals.  
 A quantitative study could add to these findings by looking to see if these themes 
are present on a larger scale. It would also allow for a more randomized sampling of 
participants to ensure that the results can be generalized. The sample could also be taken 
from a broader population that could reduce the impact of regional culture impacting the 
results. This type of study could then provide a statistical analysis of the findings which 
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could build on the findings of this study. It would also provide increased reliability and 
validity to the findings, as those are strong traits in a quantitative study (Creswell, 2014).  
 Expanding the population of interest and conducting a study that explores how 
reentry service providers view, respond, and interact with an individual once they know 
that person is gang affiliated may also shed insight into how having a gang affiliation 
impacts reentry services as it can provide insight into what bias are in place by those who 
are working with this population. Additionally, exploring factors that impact agencies to 
be viewed supportive or nonsuppurative could be a follow up study. Increased 
understanding of these factors could assist service providers in trainings or modifications 
to be of greater assistance to the gang affiliated reentry population.  
Implications 
 The results of this study have several implications for positive social change. One 
major implication for social change is the need to reduce negative interactions with gang 
affiliated individuals with reentry services. The theme negative experiences in relation to 
interactions with others based on gang identity highlights the overall negative 
experiences with service providers. This is something that can be utilized to help improve 
reentry services. It highlights the need to focus on increasing positive interactions. 
Especially because the other theme appreciation of support received despite gang 
affiliation indicates that the participants want to receive support. Steps need to be taken to 
improve reentry services. Service providers need to be aware of their own responses and 
bias to these individuals and to be sure they are treating them fairly. By increasing their 
awareness of the subculture of this group and getting to know them as individuals with a 
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myriad of identities it can reduce bias from service providers. This can include increased 
trainings on this groups culture and on strengths-based models to focus on the 
individuals’ positive identities. Allowing service providers to hear more stories of gang 
affiliated individuals can assist in reducing bias by providing context for the behaviors 
and assisting in developing a level of understanding that can lead to fair treatment. If 
there are decreased incidents of stigma and discrimination from service providers gang 
affiliated reentry individuals will be easier to engage and a greater chance of benefitting 
from reentry services.  
The findings suggest that gang affiliated reentry individuals are able to benefit 
from services when they are presented in a positive and respectful manner. Additionally, 
having a prosocial support system is appreciated in relation to facilitating positive 
change. The theme appreciation of support received despite gang affiliation indicates that 
gang affiliated reentry individuals need positive supports to successfully reenter into 
society. Therefore, reentry service providers should be aware of the impact that 
supportive family can have and attempt to engage as many prosocial supports as possible. 
This finding also suggest that mentorship programs that employ prior gang members can 
be successful as they can create a positive relationship that encourages and facilitates 
positive change. Mentors can be aware of the unique struggles faced by gang affiliated 
reentry individuals.  
 The findings also highlight the major impact that having gang membership has on 
issues related to recidivism such as pressure to engage in deviant behaviors and 
reinforcing criminal thought patterns. Service providers can use this to begin to develop 
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interventions that address on these unique risk factors. Bergen-Cico (2014) described 
gang membership as an addiction. This study furthers that focus, as participants describe 
needing to avoid gang influence to successfully make positive changes in the theme 
influence of gang-identity on reentry location. Reentry service providers need to be aware 
of the strong influence gang membership has on reentry experiences and develop 
interventions that address these factors. Viewing gang membership as an additional 
barrier that can inhibit positive change and a factor that may be outside of the 
individuals’ control by the time they are ready for positive change. Gang membership 
needs to be considered when providing treatment, with a focus on addressing the 
pressures to reoffend that are placed on these individuals. 
It also can help provide a context for reoffending that can facilitate understanding. 
By looking at all the pressures that are placed on gang affiliated reentry individuals and 
how the gang membership may place them in a position to have limited options, it can 
foster an understanding of why these individuals may make the choices that they do. If 
the justice system views these as struggles for this population it can shape how they 
interact with these individuals. There is even the possibility to create a type of alternative 
sentencing program for this population. If gang membership is viewed as a reentry 
barrier, as substance abuse and mental health often are, the justice system can begin to 
see these individuals in a different light and make policy changes to handle their behavior 
differently in the justice system.  
The theme influence of gang-identity on reentry location also indicates that the 
environment plays a major role into successful reentry. The findings suggest the need to 
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consider the physical location of services and referrals to other service providers in either 
helping the individual in successful reentry or being in an environment that has 
systematic barriers to change. For example, halfway houses need to be located in an area 
that is not majorly identified as a certain gang territory so that individuals are able to 
safely reenter into society into these places. Same with probation offices and other 
reentry service providers. They need to take steps to ensure that they are located in places 
that can be safely accessed by all gang affiliated reentry individuals.  
The findings also highlight the need to be sure to address the location of reentry 
individuals who are ready to change. The findings suggest that to successfully reenter 
gang affiliated individuals need to have access to an environment that does not label them 
as affiliated with a certain gang. This includes both other gang members and justice 
system affiliates. This indicates a need for reentry services to focus on relocation as a 
successful way to reduce recidivism. Service providers can focus on finding ways to 
assist these people in finding safe locations to begin to facilitate positive changes. This 
can include alternative sentencing programs in different areas as well as ensuring that 
when individuals who have been incarcerated are released, that they are able to reside in 
an environment that can be supportive of their positive changes.  
Summary 
 The findings added to the current literature regarding gang affiliated reentry 
individuals. It expanded upon themes for reentry by adding the voices of gang affiliated 
reentry individuals to the current narrative. The themes identified in the study were: 
negative experiences in relation to interactions with others based on gang-identity, 
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influence of gang-identity on reentry location and appreciation of support received 
despite gang-affiliation. These themes can help guide future research to further explore 
the impact of these factors on reentry and for a quantitative study to increase the 
generalizability of the findings. This information can help service providers to better 
understand the reentry experiences of gang affiliated reentry individuals and how this 
identity impacts access to supportive reentry services. Understanding can help to develop 
interventions that target this population and meet their unique dynamic needs to hopefully 
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Appendix: Debrief Sheet 
Resource and Referrals 
If immediate risk of harm to self or others call 911 or go to the nearest emergency 
room 
 
1. American Foundation for Suicide Prevention 1-888-333-2377 
2. Suicide Prevention Lifeline 1-800-273-8255 
3. Mental Health America 1-800-969-6642 
4. Local 2-1-1- for local resources and referrals 
5. National Institute of Mental Health 1-866-615-6464 
a. 1-800-950-NAMI 
b. Text NAMI to 741741 
6. Contact number on the back of your Medi-Cal or insurance card for private 
referrals 
7. Anxiety and Depression Association of America 240-485-1001 
8. Depression and Bipolar Support Alliance 1-800-826-3632 
 
